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ABSTRACT
SAME STUDENTS, DIFFERENT STRATEGIES!
A SOCIOCULTURAL PERSPECTIVE TO STUDYING LANGUAGE LEARNING
STRATEGIES IN A SECOND LANGUAGE SETTING
SEPTEMBER 2002
GIHAN SIDKY AL AZAB
B.A., HELWAN UNIVERSITY
M.A., UNIVERSITY OF LONDON
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Jerri Willett
This study examines the effect of context on learning strategies used in a second
language setting by intermediate students from various cultural, academic, and language
backgrounds.
It is based on the assumption that a more sociocultural -historical approach to the
topic of learner strategies, rather than an exclusive focus on the psychological level will
greatly increase our understanding of the nature of learner strategies. The classroom is
looked at as a community of practice in which meanings are constructed as a result of the
participants’ negotiation.
Adopting the tenets of ethnographic research, which include participant
observation, field notes, audio-taping of classroom language practices, and interviews
with the learners, teachers, and coordinator of the ESL program, language practices
inside and outside the classroom community were examined and analyzed. All materials,
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field notes, and interviews were transcribed and analyzed using Gee’s six building tasks,
which allowed multiple levels of analysis.
Data analysis indicated that language learning strategies were influenced by the
interaction of the multiple Discourses on which learners and teachers drew with the
Discourses prevalent in their new community of practice. The multiple Discourses on
which learners drew included learners’ prior language learning experiences in their home
countries, which were shaped mainly by prevalent modern Discourses of schooling, and
their socioculturally structured individual attributes. Teachers, on the other hand, drew on
Discourses of constructivist, holistic approaches to language teaching and learning which
is imparted by the philosophy of the institute that is embedded in Discourses of
postmodernism. The interaction among all these elements, and learners and teachers’ take
on them created new meanings, which were the outcome of learners’ resistance and/or
negotiation. Hybrid strategies were the result of all these meanings getting together,
which caused a blend of the old and the new.
The study reveals that language learning strategies are not fixed throughout
learners’ lives. Thus, they are not the possession of certain learners. Rather learners’
strategies do change, as is the case with these language learners, due to the change of the
nature of the community of practice, which is embedded in larger ideologies.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION
Background
Learning strategies are the particular behaviors that learners employ, usually
intentionally, to enhance their understanding, storage, retrieval, and ultimate use of
information” (Rigney, 1978, in Oxford, 1993: 65).
Studying learning strategies has attracted the attention of many researchers working
in the field of FL/SL learning and elsewhere. A number of studies have emerged from
works of cognitive psychologists who offered deep insights on cognitive processes that
take place in learners’ minds and cause them to employ certain learning strategies. A
number of definitions, taxonomies and different analyses in the field of ESL have based
their work on these insights. O’Malley and Chamot (1990: 8) suggest that an important
result of studies that examined learning strategies with first language learners was the
emergence of a model that was based on an information processing theory. The model
includes an executive and an operative function. The executive function is usually
referred to in the literature as metacognitive and the operative is known as cognitive.
Metacognitive strategies include processes that learners use to think about the learning
process, such as planning, monitoring, and evaluation. Cognitive strategies, on the other
hand, are more related to learning tasks and involve direct use of learning materials
(Brown and Palinsar 1982). Two more strategy groups that were mentioned in the
literature on cognitive psychology are called social and affective strategies.
Studies on learning strategies in the field of SL/FL fall mainly into two groups, the
first of which examined strategies employed by successful versus unsuccessful learners
and suggested different taxonomies and classifications. This approach implies that

1

successful learners possess certain talents and skills that the unsuccessful learners need to
acquire in order to join their club. That trend has been challenged in many occasions by
research results that showed that both effective and ineffective learners apply almost the
same types of strategies, but the effective learners were more capable of choosing
strategies that are appropriate to the task at hand (Abraham and Vann, 1990). The second
group of studies was a continuation of the same approach, but with a different goal. This
group aimed at teaching less successful learners the strategies employed by their
successful counterparts in an attempt to increase their efficiency in language learning. In
spite of the good intentions, most of these studies ignored situational, environmental,
historical factors that are part and parcel of the learning process. Hence, the results were
misleading.
This study suggests looking at learning strategies from a sociocultural perspective.
Environmental, situational, historical and cultural factors will be examined. The paper is
based on the assumption that a more sociocultural approach to the topic of learner
strategies, rather than an exclusive focus on the psychological level will greatly increase
our understanding.
Statement of Problem
In spite of the large body of research conducted on learning strategies, little
progress, if any, has been achieved regarding strategy training. The reason for this slow
pace could be easily explained with a quick glance on most of the studies that were
undertaken since the seventies when the interest in learning strategies first emerged. Most
of these studies ignored the influence of contextual factors and their role in shaping the
whole experience. Thus ignoring the particularity of the context, which Kumaraaivelu
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(2001: 538) describes as being “sensitive to a particular group of teachers teaching a
particular group of learners pursuing a particular set of goals within a particular
institutional context embedded in a particular sociocultural milieu.” The result was a
number of inapplicable models that were based on studying discrete factors that reside
inside the learner. Theoretically speaking, it seemed possible to try to identify strategies
used by effective learners and train less effective learners to use them. However, in
reality most of these studies failed to achieve its purpose of training less effective learners
to use more effective strategies. As it ignored the situativity of language practices within
a specific setting that get influenced by institutional, ideological, historical, political, and
economic systems in the society at large. Overlooking contextual factors and students’
cultural and historical backgrounds gave the false impression that learners’ strategies are
fixed and stable throughout students’ lives. It also didn’t reflect the influence of the
classroom environment in terms of FL/SL, teacher centered vs. student centered, in
addition to students’ academic and cultural backgrounds as well as the setting in which
the activity is taking place. By setting here, I am adopting Leontiev’s definition. “Setting
in Leontiev’s framework, does not mean the physical or perceptual context in which
humans function; rather, it refers to the sociocultural interpretation or creation that is
imposed on the context by the participants (Wertsch, 1985, pp.203, 212).
Lemke (1995: 9) suggests that “a theory of meaning must be essentially social,
historical, cultural and political, because the unit of meaning is a human act “addressed
to real and potential others. It is an act- in- community, a material and social process that
helps to constitute the community as a community.”
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Vygotsky proposed the genetic approach as a means to providing a thorough
analysis of mental functioning. He lists four domains for a credible analysis of human
cognition. “These are phylogenesis (development in the evolution of the human species),
sociocultural history (development over time in a particular culture), ontogenesis
(development over the life of an individual), and microgenesis (development over the
course of, and resulting from, particular interactions in specific sociocultural settings”
(Wells, 1999: 5).
This study focuses on the last two kinds, which are the development
of language learning strategies throughout learners’ lives as expressed in their interviews
reflecting on their history of language learning in their home countries, that is what
Vygotsky terms ‘ontogenesis’. The second kind is what he calls ‘microgenesis’ that is the
development of learners’ strategies as a result of the language practices that take place in
the second language classroom observed.
Purpose of Study
The purpose of this study is to investigate the influence of the social setting and its
specific characteristics on the strategies learners are inclined to employ. It highlights the
value of relating literacy practices to larger ideological, institutional, political, and
economic systems. A second language setting is investigated to show how the nature of
literacy practices inside and outside the classroom influenced language learning strategies
applied by learners and encouraged by teachers. The purpose of the study is to examine
the particularity of the language classroom and its embeddedness in larger educational
systems that dictate its philosophy and determine language learning strategies encouraged
in this specific classroom. It unveils the multiple Discourses on which teachers and

4

learners draw and their influence on learning strategies applied. Factors that were usually
looked at in the literature as cognitive processes that take place in learners’ minds, such
as motivation and risk taking, are viewed as situated processes that are influenced by
social interaction in this community of practice and the learning behaviors it fosters.
The language classroom is looked at as a ‘community of practice’ in which meaning
is constructed as a result of participation of its members in meaning making, which get
generated due to the process of negotiation among its participants. According to Wenger,
participation “involves our whole person, including our bodies, minds, emotions, and
social relations” (56). Wenger (1998: 54) describes the process of meaning making as “a
process that is shaped by multiple elements and that affects these elements. As a result,
this negotiation constantly changes the situations to which it gives meaning and affects
all participants. In this process, negotiating meaning entails both interpretation and
action.” From that perspective, meaning making is a continuous endeavor that takes place
as a result of the active participation of members of the community. So meaning is not
out there, it is constructed and reconstructed as a result of mutual engagement of its
participants. Adopting this viewpoint, the dynamic nature of learning strategies and the
active participation of the learners and teachers and other participants in its construction
are examined. So the classroom is viewed as a community of practice that has its own
characteristics that dictates different identities for its members, expectations, language
practices, etc. Wenger adds that meaning negotiation does not start from scratch.
“Negotiated meaning is ...both historical and dynamic, contextual and unique.” She
contends that a community of practice is characterized by mutual engagement, a joint
enterprise, and a shared repertoire (Wenger, 1998: 72).
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Another assumption is that students’ previous language learning experiences have
an influence on their expectations of what their role is, what the teacher’s role is, and
what forms a good language learning class (what they expect to see and do in a good
language learning class). For instance, looking up every unknown word in the dictionary
may signal a “good learner” identity in one social context or a “bad learner” identity in
another, related to ideologies about learning and even about culture (Politzer and
McGroarty, 1985)
The study uses data analysis to examine the nature of the learning strategies used in
a second language setting for adult students of varied language proficiency levels,
different cultural backgrounds, different goals for learning the language, and different
language learning experiences. The goal is to highlight the intricacy of these factors and
their influence on one another and on learning strategies. How certain strategies are
encouraged, sustained and developed in one setting and suppressed, negotiated and
vanished in others. Vygotsky suggests that “the highest level of analysis within the
theory, the level of activity, is defined as the social institutionally determined setting or
context based on a set of assumptions about the appropriate roles, goals, and means to be
used by the participants in that setting” (Lantolf & Appel, 1994: 17).
Thus, adopting a Vygotskian approach demands looking deeply in the setting trying
to analyze the roles, aims, and methods prevalent in that particular setting, the philosophy
that nurtures them and how it influences students’ learning in general and learning
strategies used in particular.
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Significance of the Study
Looking at language learning strategies from a sociocultural perspective helps
teachers and researchers assess the role played by the social setting in shaping and
reformulating learner’s strategies. This is a very crucial point as it drives researchers’
attention to the importance of treating every setting as a unique environment that needs to
be studied on its own. It also emphasizes a common sense assumption that has been
ignored by most studies on learning strategies, that is that students don’t come to class as
a blank sheet of paper. Instead students come to class carrying with them their previous
language learning experiences, strategies, and meanings that they acquired and instilled
over their years of language learning. They also bring to class their academic background
and their goals as well as expectations of the current language classroom.
Realizing the influence of these factors would allow teachers and researchers to
study learning strategies in different contexts and with different groups of students. So
instead of coming up with limited lists and taxonomies of strategies for effective versus
ineffective learners, it would provide a means to studying learning strategies in any
context and applying it to any group of students. Taking into account contextual factors
would allow teachers and researchers to better understand learning strategies and their
changeable nature which would add to the knowledge base in the area of language
acquisition and allow teachers to help their students improve their language learning
abilities. So strategy training is expected to benefit from such research, as it would
incorporate factors that most studies have not explored fully over a long period of time.
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Definition of Terms
1.

One sociocultural approach: Kozlin says that “Sociocultural theory, based in large
part on the work of L.S.Vygotsky, is characterized by a distinctive methodology
referred to as “genetic explanation”. This cultural-historical method maintains that
psychological phenomenon ... can be understood only by examining their genesis in a
culturally-specific situated activity...The genetic method is also historical in so much
as “to study something historically” (In Donato & McCormick, 1994: 454).

2.

Genetic approach: “Vygotsky specifies four domains in which a genetic approach is
required in order to provide an adequate account of human mental processes. These
are phylogenesis (development in the evolution of the human species), sociocultural
history (development over time in a particular culture), ontogenesis (development
over the life of an individual), and microgenesis (development over the course of, and
resulting from, particular interactions in specific sociocultural settings.” (Wells, 1999:
5).

3. Learning strategies: are the particular behaviors that learners employ, usually
intentionally, to enhance their understanding, storage, retrieval, and ultimate use of
information” (Rigney, 1978, in Oxford, 1993: 65).
4.

Activity: The highest level of analysis within the theory, the level of activity, is
defined as the social institutionally determined setting or context based on a set of
assumptions about the appropriate roles, goals, and means to be used by the
participants in that setting (Lantolf & Appel: 17).
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5.

Mediation (Tools and signs): Vygotsky theorized that human consciousness is
fundamentally mediated mental activity. He adds that tools allowed individuals, in
collaboration with other individuals, to shape their world according to their own
motives and goals, and thus to alter processes that without human intrusion, would
have taken a different course. Tools used in work- the prototype of human goaldirected activity-function as mediators, as instruments which stand between the
subject (the individual) and the object (the goal towards which the individual’s action
is directed)....Vygotsky extended the notion of instrumental mediation by drawing an
analogy between the role of technical and mechanical tools and what he called
“psychological tools” (Vygotsky, 1981: 136). Psychological tools are artifacts,
including mnemonic techniques, algebric symbols, diagrams, schemes, and, of
course, language, all of which serve as mediators for the individual’s mental activity.
Vygotsky’s principal claim was that just as individuals use technical tools for
manipulating their environment, they use psychological tools for directing and
controlling their physical and mental behavior” (Lantolf and Appel, 1994: 7-8)

6. Setting: Setting in Leontiev’s framework, does not mean the physical or perceptual
context in which humans function; rather, it refers to the sociocultural interpretation
or creation that is imposed on the context by the participants (Wertsch, 1985: 203,
212, cited in Lantolf and Appel, 1994: 17)
7. The context of culture: a term originally coined by Malinowski to describe the
institutional and ideological background knowledge shared by participants in speech
events. This context, called by Flower (1986: 19) ‘the community’s store of
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established knowledge’, consists of ‘structures of expectation’ that allow people to
make sense of the world around them... (cited in Kramsch, 1993: 42)

8. A discourse (with a small ‘d’) is any stretch of language (spoken, written, signed)
which ‘hangs together’ to make sense to some community of people who use that
language” (Gee, 1990: 103)
9.

A Discourse (with a capital ‘D’) is a socially accepted association among ways of
using language, of thinking, feeling, believing, valuing, and of acting that can be used
to identify oneself as a member of a socially meaningful group or ‘social network’, or
to signal (that one is playing) a socially meaningful ‘role’ (Gee, 1990: 143)

10. Ideology: is “a social theory (tacit or overt, primary, removed, or deferred) which
involves generalizations (beliefs, claims) about the way (s) in which ‘goods’ are
distributed in society” (Gee, 1990: 23)
11. Cultural models are “theories shared by people belonging to specific social or cultural
groups” (Gee, 1999: 81).
12. Communities of practice: “are a force to be reckoned with, for better or for worse. As
a locus of engagement in action, interpersonal relations, shared knowledge, and
negotiation of enterprises, such communities hold the key to real transformation- the
kind that has real effects on people’s lives. From this perspective, the influence of
other forces (e.g., the control of an institution or the authority of an individual) are no
less important, but they must be understood as mediated by the communities in which
their meanings are to be negotiated in practice” (Wenger, 1998: 85).
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CHAPTER 2
RESEARCH CONTEXT
Introduction
Based on works of anthropologists, such as Gumperz (1982), sociologists, as
Hymes(1972), Halliday (1989) and Labov (1980), sociolinguists, as Gee (1990),
sociocultural psychologists, as Vygotsky (1979), Luria and Leont’v, learning strategies
will be looked at from a sociocultural perspective in a second language setting. Lantolf
and Appel (1994: 4) explain how Vygotsky’s theory of consciousness, denounces
analyzing human mind’s anatomy as a way of explaining cognition and suggests instead
relating cognition to the social milieu which provides deeper level of analysis. “Vygotsky
proposed that since thinking is the function of the cerebral organ, the explanation of the
process is not to be found in the internal structure of the organ, but in the interaction
between thinking bodies (humans) and between thinking bodies and objects (humans and
socioculturally constructed artifacts). Consciousness “arises, functions, and develops in
the process of people’s interaction with reality, on the basis of their sensuously objective
activity, their socio-historical practice.” (Spirkin, 1983, p. 153, in Lantolf and Appel,
1994, p. 4) Thus emphasizing the role of interaction and human activity on shaping
cognition.
Gee (1990) underlines the role of Discourse (capital D) (see definition # 9) in
establishing certain meanings, and assigning certain roles to its participants. Thus,
identifying followers of the rules of a certain Discourse as members and violators as
outsiders. He states that “ being a member of a Discourse involves being able to take up
certain roles... to be recognized as playing a role within the theatre which the Discourse
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constitutes. Otherwise, the group that underwrites the Discourse by apprenticing people
into it will cease to invite us to play any role within the Discourse at all” (Gee, 1990:
175).
Adopting these tenets, we need to interpret the classroom within a larger framework
within the community of practice which it represents, and which imparts a certain
ideology or ideologies. Bloome and Willett (1991) suggest that defining the micropolitics
of classroom dynamics need to take into consideration “structural issues (e.g., the
structures of teacher-student interactions), substantive issues (e.g., the meanings
constructed through classroom interaction), and historical issues (e.g., the classroom
interaction experiences that students and teachers have had over time).” They add that
patterns of interaction that take place inside the classroom should be viewed in relation to
home, community, the philosophy of the school and larger social, cultural, and economic
situations. They suggest that classroom interaction need also to be viewed in relation to
the diverse meanings established through interaction inside the classroom. They propose
that investigating power dynamics would also add to our understanding of how and to
what purpose certain meanings get established (Joseph, B., 1991: 207).
Inspired by the previously stated approaches, first, I propose expanding the
approach adopted in analyzing learning strategies from studying factors that reside inside
the learner, to include broader contextual factors that do evidently have an effect on
language learning in general and learning strategies in particular. Secondly, I highlight
the benefits of embracing that tenet in projecting a much richer and accurate account of
the meanings assigned to learning strategies and its dynamic and changeable nature as a
result of the multiple Discourses on which learners and teachers draw.
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Before introducing the sociocultural approach, which is adopted in this study, I
would like to review the major trends that were prevalent in the literature since the
seventies when the interest in learning strategies first began. First, the classification
schemes proposed by different researchers will be identified and analyzed with the aim of
clarifying the criteria on which each classification is based, and the development of such
schemes. Then, a reference will be made to studies of successful versus unsuccessful
language learners, a trend that was prevalent in this area and which resulted in an
abundance of studies with more or less the same titles and the same focus: learning
strategies of successful and less successful language learners. Thirdly, studies that deal
with factors that were thought to have an influence on the quantity and quality of learning
strategies will be examined. The aim is to underscore the shift that took place in the
methodology and approach employed in such studies, which in turn had its impact on the
results. Then, introducing the proposed approach to studying learners’ strategies.
Reviewing the Literature on Language Learning Strategies
Different Classification Schemes
A number of taxonomies have been proposed by different researchers based on
different criteria and theoretical underpinnings:
Dansereau (1978) distinguished between two categories of strategies, which he
terms primary and support strategies. The first category refers to those strategies that
learners apply to the material, whereas the second refers to strategies that are directed
towards the individual. In his classification primary strategies are those strategies that
learners use to determine which parts of the material are “‘important, difficult, and
unfamiliar.” On the other hand, support strategies for Dansereau are those techniques
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that help primary strategies work effectively. They include ways for creating a positive
learning attitude and techniques for dealing with concentration problems due to various
distracting factors. They also include procedures for monitoring and correcting the
primary strategies while they are taking place. Dansereau et al. (1975) claimed that the
results of students’ responses to a learning strategy inventory and reports confirm that the
use of effective primary and support strategies could have positive effect on students’
performance.
As a result of a cognitive approach for second language acquisition, a model that is
based on an information processing theory was proposed by McLauglin, Rossman, and
McLeod (1983). This approach views the learner as the one who contributes actively to
his learning by shaping the incoming information through the conscious use of a
cognitive schemata which he/she activates to organize the information. It is also implied
in that model that this effort might be influenced by learners’ processing limitations
(0”Malley and Chamot, 1990).
Wenden (1991) refers to a model suggested by Rubin (1989) as an example of
taxonomies which are grounded in the work of information processing model. Rubin
(1989) proposed a model based on the three main steps suggested by information
processing scientists: getting process, storing process and retrieval and using process.
Under the first step, getting process, she includes four strategies: clarification/verification
strategies (attention focus), guessing/inductive inferencing strategies, deductive reasoning
strategies, and resourcing strategies. Under the second step, storing process, she includes
memorization strategies, and under the third and last step, she includes practice strategies,
monitoring strategies, and social strategies.
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The second group of strategies Wenden (1991:25) proposed is self-management
strategies. “Self-management strategies are utilized by learners to oversee and manage
their learning. In cognitive psychology, they are referred to as metacognitive strategies or
regulatory skills (e.g. Brown et al., 1983) and in the methodological literature they are
referred to as the skills of self-directed learning (e.g. Holec, 1981).”
Based on an earlier study by Rubin and Henze (1980) in which they realized that
some learner behaviors allow learning to take place, but do not directly make learning
happen (lead to actual learning), Rubin (1981) proposed a classification scheme which
falls under two broad categories, direct and indirect strategies. As a result of data analysis
in different settings, she provides the following classification: Direct strategies, which
include clarification/verification, monitoring, memorization, guessing/inductive
reasoning, deductive reasoning, and practice. The second group, which is referred to as
indirect strategies, includes seeking practice opportunities and the use of production
tricks, which may be categorized as communication strategies.
Bialystok (1978) proposed a model of second language learning which includes the
following learning strategies: inferencing, monitoring, formal practicing, and functional
practicing. As part of a project which attempted to study factors and processes that
contribute to second language learning, Bialystok (1981) examined the influence of some
strategies on language learning, namely inferencing, monitoring, formal practicing and
functional practicing. The extent of the previously mentioned strategies’ use was
measured and their effect on the achievement of the sample, which included high school
students, was evaluated. Two aspects were put into consideration when assessing
strategies used, modality and purpose. Bialystok hypothesized that the influence ol the
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strategies used varies according to the type of language for which they are used. Thus,
she expected that achievement would increase dramatically in tasks that resemble the
language situations in which the strategies are used.
Communication strategies have attracted the attention of many researchers, e.g.
Selinker (1972), Canale and Swain (1980), Tarone (1983), and Faerch and Kasper (1983).
Canale and Swain (1980) suggested a model that classifies communicative
competence under three main categories: grammatical competence, sociolinguistic
competence, and strategic competence. Strategic competence refers to “verbal and non¬
verbal communication strategies that may be called into action to compensate for
breakdowns in communication due to performance variables or to insufficient
competence.” (30) O’Malley and Chamot (1990: 9) comment, “the strategic component
refers to communication strategies, which can be differentiated from learning strategies
by the intent of the strategy use. That is, learning strategies have learning as a goal, and
communication strategies are directed toward maintaining communication (Tarone 1981:
10).” O’Malley and Chamot (1990) suggest that learning strategies should be
differentiated from communication strategies based on the intent of each. They claim that
“communication strategies (such as changing the topic, using gestures, or asking for help)
are used to achieve communicative goals, most notably when the person runs into a
problem of missing knowledge. Learning strategies, on the other hand, are used for
learning.” Oxford (1990) doesn’t approve of this classification. Her point is that what is
called communication strategies help the user to pursue the conversation which would
eventually lead to more learning and more communication. Also from a connectionist
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model or a Vygotskian model intending to learn is not the only route to learning. Besides,
failure to remember does not mean there were no changes neurologically.
Oxford (1986) proposed a taxonomy of learning strategies that is clear and
comprehensive. In her comment about the process of developing this taxonomy, she says
that she did a thorough literature review of previous research bn both general as well as
second language learning strategies (Oxford-Carpenter, 1985; Oxford, 1986). Learning
strategies schemes which are referred to in her model include those of Dansereau (1978);
Weinstein (1978); and Weinstein, Schulte, and Cascallar (1984). Classification schemes
suggested in the field of second language learning include the ones proposed by
Bialystok (1981); Bialystok and Frohlich (1978); Naiman et al. (1975); O’Malley (1984);
O’Malley, Russo, and Chamot (1983); Rubin (1975, 1981; Rubin and Thompson, 1982;
Stewner- manzanares, Chamot, O’Malley, Kupper, and Russo (1983); and Wenden
(1985). She expanded the taxonomy as a result of field-testing. Then, it was expanded
again to include strategies related to the four language skills.
The classification scheme she suggested includes two main categories: primary
strategies and support strategies. Primary strategies, which are referred to as direct
strategies in other schemes (Rubin, 1981), or cognitive strategies in others (O’Malley,
Russo, & Chamot, 1983), include those procedures that deal with the language directly.
Support strategies, which are sometimes called indirect strategies (Rubin, 1981) “enhance
or support learning indirectly by creating a good attitude in the learner, establishing
learning goals, and reducing the learner’s frustration, tension, fatigue, or anxiety.
(Dansereau, 1978, P. 28).”

17

Oxford built her classification scheme on almost all prominent previous work done
on general learning strategies and on strategies specific to language learning, in addition
to the strategies that resulted from field-testing. Thus, the result is a relatively
comprehensive taxonomy that is accessible. It classifies learning strategies on the basis of
the three steps involved in learning as suggested by information processing theories. It
also includes the categories suggested by cognitive psychologists, which include
cognitive, metacognitive, affective and social strategies. Though, she chooses to use
different terms, the classification scheme proposed combines the works of others in a
clear and comprehensive way that allows for easy observation and analysis. It also relates
the different categories to the four language skills, and makes it easier for teachers and
researchers to assess its empirical value.
The classification scheme includes two main categories direct, or primary
strategies, and indirect or support strategies. Under the direct strategies, she includes
memory, cognitive and compensation strategies. The indirect group involves
metacognitive, affective and social strategies. Although the current study does not adopt a
specific rigid classification scheme, it refers to the terminology used mainly by Oxford to
describe the hybrid strategies that are generated in the second language classroom
observed. However, it avoids the clear cult classification which divides strategies into
direct or indirect, primary or support as it gives the impression that they are two
completely separate groups which was found to be untrue. MacIntyre (1994) praises
Oxford’s scheme, however he implies that memory and cognitive strategies should be
combined under the same category. The current study shows that there are no clear
boundaries among the different categories and in many cases there is a considerable
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amount of overlap. For example, one strategy could be classified as memory, cognitive,
and social depending on the intent, purpose and context in which it is used.
Oxford (1990) emphasizes this point regarding the classification she suggested,
which I believe holds true to any other classification. She says that this categorization
should not be treated as clear cut as the boundaries might get fuzzy in practice.
The distinction between primary and support may become blurred in practice,
because primariness or supportiveness may be more a matter of degree than of category.
Therefore, the classification of any strategy into one of these broad categories should not
necessarily be considered absolute. The two-part division of strategies does, however,
provide a useful framework for understanding how strategies work (Oxford, 1990: 29 &
30).
She also admits that an overlap exists among the strategy groups suggested in her
taxonomy. She explains that a metacognitive strategy, for example, includes planning and
self assessment, which require reasoning, a strategy that is classified as cognitive. She
also refers to compensation strategies, which are used to make up for lack of knowledge,
however they also need reasoning in addition to sociocultural sensitivity, which could be
achieved through social strategies. This suggests to researchers that they need to make the
necessary modifications on the classification schemes they choose to use. As there is not
such a thing as a perfect scheme that suits every situation and every group. Actually, a
good example of this is what O’Malley, Chamot, Stewner-Manazanares, Kupper, and
Russo, (1985) reported in their study. They tried to identify strategies used by second
language learners in and out of classroom settings through interviews. In addition, they
tried to check whether the classification schemes proposed by Brown and Palinscar
(1982) and Rubin (1981) would be applicable to the strategies identified by ESL students
they interviewed. They reported that the strategies identified were far beyond the
strategies suggested in the literature review. The number of strategies reported in this
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study reached 26. They contended that the classification scheme suggested by Brown
(1982) proved useful for their study. However, they needed to add to the two main
categories suggested in that model (cognitive and metacognitive), a third one that is
cooperation which is classified as a social mediation strategy. They also reported that
they tried to use Rubin’s classification (1981), but it did not work, as it did not lead to
mutually exclusive categories. In other words, some strategies showed under more then
one category. The examples they gave included repetition, which could be categorized as
memorization or practice, and contextualization which could fall under practice or
production. Rubin (1983: 32) “confirmed this overlapping with the strategies found in her
study. She suggested inspecting original student descriptions to clarify the classification
if mutually exclusive categories were desired....”
After displaying the different classification schemes suggested in the literature, it is
obvious how varied they are in the theoretical underpinnings they are based on, and the
criteria used for categorization. Thus, researchers are expected to be able to choose the
appropriate scheme that suits the purpose of their study or establish their own.
Successful versus Less Successful Language Learners
One of the pioneering studies which got researchers interested in studying the
strategies employed by good language learners was a study by Aaron Carton (1966),
“The Method of Inference in Foreign Language study”. In this study, Carton noticed that
learners’ tendencies to make inferences varied and so did their abilities to make valid
inferences. He also found a relationship between a psychological characteristic, which is
tolerance of ambiguity and using inferencing as a strategy. In another article (1971),
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Carton gave more details about the strategy of inferencing as used by ESL learners, (in
Rubin, 1987, p. 19, 20).
Then, a number of studies with almost the same focus and even title followed. They
aimed at identifying strategies used by successful language learners. The goal was to
identify learning strategies used by good language learners in order to make them
available to less successful learners. This trend of thought resulted in the emergence of
strategy training. In what follows, a brief account of major studies of successful and
unsuccessful learners will be given. The aim is to highlight the change that took place in
the last four decades, both in the methodology and approach of those studies.
In her famous article, “What the ‘Good Language Learner’ Can Teach Us”, Rubin
(1975) criticized aptitude tests, which were prevalent at that time, as being unable to give
the teacher or the learner a clear idea about what it is that good language learners do that
make them successful. She says, “While these tests are helpful in predicting success, they
give the language teacher and learner little direction as to what can be done about a
person’s ability. Commonly, the poorer student may notice that the better student always
has the right answer but he never discovers why, never finds out what little “tricks” lead
the better student to the right answer (42).” What Rubin underlines here is the lack of
empirical value of aptitude tests because, she thinks, they don’t help learners who want to
become better language learners. The reason she provides is that they don’t specify what
kind of behaviors learners need to instill in order to achieve that goal. What aptitude tests
develop in less effective language learners, she believes, is a sense of inferiority, which is
fostered by their contention that the good language learner is somebody to admire
without aspiring to be like him or her. What she suggested instead is the need to detine
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those techniques and strategies used by more successful learners and make them
accessible to less successful ones.
At the beginning of her article, Rubin referred to three variables that were usually
found to be influential in language learning: aptitude, motivation and opportunity. She
tried to explain how intricately related these variables are, and how they affect success.
On these variables, she contended, “It is clearly difficult to separate these three variables
(aptitude, motivation, opportunity) since they do impinge on one another.... What is clear
is that the good language learner has or creates all of these and the poorer learner does
not. If we are to improve the success of the classroom teaching, we will need to know a
great deal more about the learning process.”
At the time the article was published, Rubin stated, there was a little work on
learning strategies. However, she based her list on observations of herself, other students,
by talking to good language learners, as well as including observations of SL teachers.
She admitted that the list she provided in this article is just a beginning and that the
strategies included are somehow general. However, she thought that the strategies listed
should provide an idea about the types of strategies that teachers and researchers should
be looking for in their learners.
Rubin (1975) suggested that the following strategies and characteristics pertain to
good language learners:
1. The good language learner is a willing and accurate guesser. In commenting on this
strategy, she referred to Hymes’ rules of speaking mentioned in the ethnography of
communication (Hymes, 1972). She emphasizes that the good guesser is the one who
draws on “what we know about the social relationship between the speakers, the
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setting, the event, the mood, the channel and all of the other parameters ...(Hymes,
1972).” Other than the rules of speaking, she suggested that inferencing could also be
based on factual probability , and on what learners know about rules of grammar
and lexicon.
2.

The good language learner has a strong drive to communicate, or to learn from a

_ communication.
3.

The good language learner is often not inhibited. He is willing to appear foolish if
reasonable communication results.

4.

In addition to focussing on communication, the good language learner is prepared to
attend to form.

5.

The good language learner practices.... He will seek out opportunities to use the
language....

6.

The good language learner monitors his own and the speech of others.

7.

The good language learner attends to meaning.
Rubin concluded her article by articulating the need for more systematic

observations. She suggested that a number of factors should be taken into consideration,
such as task, learning stage, age, context, individual styles, and cultural differences in
cognitive learning styles.
Reiss (1985) tested Rubin’s classification and added one more strategy to the list,
which is the use of mnemonics. She used two self-report surveys with university students
who were considered good language learners. The results indicated that the participants
used all the strategies identified by Rubin, except one strategy, which is lack of
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inhibition. She concluded that the good language learner does not have to be uninhibited.
He might rely more on mental rather than social participation.
In spite of the criticism that some researchers directed to Rubin’s list as not being
credible enough because it is based on unsystematic observations and personal insights, it
is considered one of the pioneering studies that inspired subsequent research. The
recommendations she suggested in her article appeared in many studies later who tried to
investigate the impact of the different factors she suggested on learning strategies both
quantitatively and qualitatively. The list, though not overtly stated, emphasizes the
intricate relationships among learners’ psychological characteristics, such as risk taking
and tolerance of ambiguity; and their cognitive, communication, and social strategies.
Naiman, Frohlich, and Todesco (1978) studied the relationship among personality
traits, cognitive styles and strategies, which have been seen as crucial to successful
language learning. They modified an earlier list, which was suggested by Stern (1975),
and they came up with a list of strategies that, they believe, are commonly used by good
language learners. According to the list, good language learners:
1.

actively involve themselves in the language learning process by identifying and
seeking preferred learning environments and exploring them,

2.

develop an awareness of language as a system,

3.

develop an awareness of language as a means of communication and interaction,

4.

accept and cope with the affective demands of L2,

5.

extend and revise L2 system by inferencing and monitoring.” (Cited in Rubin, 1987,
p. 19& 20).
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Hosenfeld (1977) identified the reading strategies used by successful and
unsuccessful second language learners through the use of think-aloud procedures. She
concluded that successful readers use inductive reasoning to make guesses based on
contextual clues. She added that good students also used a metacognitive strategy by
which they evaluate the appropriateness of their guess. Hosenfeld (1976) was among the
first to suggest the use of a self- observation and a self-report procedure (think-aloud
procedure) to elicit learning strategies used by language learners (at the time the article
was published, Hosenfeld reports that a review of the literature showed only two studies
in which the self-report method was used to elicit learners’ strategies). The results
revealed a variation between what learners are thought to be doing and what they actually
do. “Analyses of interview segments underscore a lack of congruence between what
students are thought to be doing and what they actually are doing (Hosenfeld, 1976:
117).” In spite of the drawbacks of the method (refer to the article for a full account of
the advantages and disadvantages of the method), it proved to be useful in eliciting
learners’ strategies in a number of studies. The aim is to help teachers find ways to assist
their learners’ learning strategies.
In her dissertation, Wesche (1975) reported on the learning strategies of successful
adult language learners in the Canadian Civil Service. She reported that these students
used many of the strategies listed by Rubin and Stern. (Cited in Rubin, 1987).
After the trend of developing strategy lists of good language learners’ strategies that
was prevalent at that time, a number of researchers started questioning the universality of
strategies used by good language learners. Hence, a new trend started and resulted in a
number of studies that opted to examining the factors that might influence the type and
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quantity of strategies employed by good language learners. Among the factors examined
was the influence of cultural background which was found to have an influence on the
cognitive style used by learners, which made it hard sometimes to teach new learning
strategies other than the ones learners were used to using.
The following study by Politzer and McGroarty (1985) represents a major shift in
the studies that deal with good language learning strategies. It drives researchers’
attention to a very crucial issue, which is the universality of good learning behaviors. The
study warns researchers against generalizing behaviors that are considered good to every
learning situation, with every task, and which holds true to every culture. The study
investigated language learning behaviors of a group of students (37) who were attending
a summer course in ESL as a preparatory stage for their graduate study in the United
States. Students in the course represent two cultural groups, Hispanics and Asians.
Regarding their area of specialization, students could be classified into two groups,
professional engineering/science and social sciences/humanities. Students were asked to
answer a self-report questionnaire. Their answers were classified with respect to their
cultural background, and their area of specialization. Their responses were viewed in
relation to the gains they achieved on the following English language proficiency
measures: linguistic competence, auditory comprehension, oral proficiency, and
communicative competence, determined mainly in this study by their ability to convey
information. The results showed that although the Asian students used less of what was
defined in the literature as “good learning strategies” in comparison to the Hispanic
students, they were able to achieve more gains in terms of linguistic and communicative
competence. The gains were measured by analyzing the results of pre- and post tests on
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the three proficiency measures used: The Plaister Aural Comprehension Test (PACT)
(Plaister and Blatchford 1971), the Comprehensive English Language Test for Speakers
of English as a Second Language (CELT) (Harris and Palmer 1970), and a similar
version of a communicative competence test (CC) (Politzer, 1982). They also noticed
that many of the so-called good learning behaviors require the use of social strategies that
are not encouraged in Asian cultures which explains why the absence of such behaviors
was not indicative of poor performance. They concluded that some of the suggested good
learning strategies might be biased or to borrow their term, “based on ethnocentric
assumptions about language teaching and learning.” To give a few examples, behaviors
such as asking for confirmation from the teacher or other fellow students, correcting other
students or asking others to repeat are more likely to be found in Western cultures more
than other cultures. They concluded, “it is therefore possible that many of the good
language learning behaviors currently discussed in the literature may be based on highly
ethnocentric assumptions about language learning and teaching. For that reason, even if
these behaviors should turn out to be valid, they may represent gratuitous advice for
members of certain ethnic or cultural groups. Politzer and McGroarty (1985, p. 114).”
This study reflects a shift on research conducted on good language learning
strategies from lists that imply a sense of fixed and universal behaviors of good language
learners to a more context based kind of view that reflects their changeable and dynamic
nature. Among the conclusions Politzer and McGroarty (1985) reached is that, taking into
consideration the different variables included in the learning process, the same behavior
could be seen as an effective learning strategy, an indication of student’s inability to
develop his/her language abilities, or an indicative of language development! What they
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suggest is that factors such as the proficiency level of the students examined, and the
extent to which a certain strategy is used should be taken into account, as they would
most probably change our view of the strategy employed. Another factor that was
emphasized by the researchers is the aim learners want to achieve by studying the target
language, as they argue that the learning strategies needed for developing learners’
communicative competence, for example are different from those required for developing
linguistic competence. They added that learners’ cultural backgrounds and area of
specialization could influence the learning behaviors selected by them. They criticized
most previous work done on strategies that are commonly used by good language
learners (e.g., Rubin 1975, 1981, Hosenfeld 1977, Kovac 1978, Naiman, Frohlich, Stem,
and Todesco 1978, and Rubin and Thompson 1982), as being based mainly on anecdotal
reports. Thus, in their point of view they require empirical validation with diverse
populations in order to prove or disprove the credibility of their recommendations.
Another study that led researchers to reconsider their purely quantitative methods is
the one conducted by Abraham and Vann (1987, 1990). The first phase of the study
compared the learning strategies used by two learners, one of them is classified as
successful and the other as unsuccessful. The analysis of the learning behaviors of these
two learners was part of a larger study, which included 15 students from different
language backgrounds in the intermediate level in an intensive English program. The
researchers note that at the beginning of the study they did not know which of the
participants would be successful or unsuccessful. Then learners were classified into three
main groups: very successful, moderately successful, and unsuccessful. Success in this
study is measured by the rate of progress the students make and teachers tinal
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evaluations of their overall performance. The two participants who were selected for
further analysis were chosen from the upper and lower groups. The results indicated that
the successful learner used more strategies and that he was able to use strategies that were
more appropriate to the task. As a result of their observations, Vann and Abraham (1987)
proposed a model of second language learning in which they describe how background
factors, such as intelligence, personality, education, cognitive style, and the like along
with environmental factors, such as formal/informal instruction and practice could
influence students’ philosophy of how language is learned. That philosophy, they believe,
guides their approach in language learning, which is demonstrated in both observable and
unobservable learning and communication strategies. In their comment on the model
proposed, Vann and Abraham say that they tried to fill the gaps found in previous studies
by taking into account the influence of background variables on the use of learning
strategies. Regarding the method of research, they used more than one method (e.g.
interviews and think-aloud procedures), as well as different contexts to elicit strategies
used by different learners.
As a result of further analysis to the data, Vann and Abraham (1990) found out that
the results of their initial analysis were not replicated with other participants in the study.
So, these two learners were not representative of the whole sample. Through a deeper
analysis of the think-aloud procedures and interviews of four successful and four
unsuccessful learners on four classroom tasks, they reported that they expected that good
learners would employ more strategies that are wider in their range than the ones used by
less successful learners. That common assumption was supported by the analysis of
strategies used by the two previously mentioned Spanish learners (successful and
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unsuccessful). The successful learner used strategies that were dramatically different in
their quantity and quality from the unsuccessful learner. However, further analysis of
other learners indicated that this pattern did not hold true to all learners. Through the use
of a modified form of Rubin’s (1981) classification scheme, they found out that the
quantity of strategies used by both successful and unsuccessful learners was nearly the
same. Moreover, the types of strategies used by unsuccessful learners were also similar to
those used by their successful counter parts. Abraham and Vann (1990) comment that
these findings shed doubt on the common assumption that less successful learners are
inactive and that their struggle with learning a language can be explained in terms of their
lacking of the appropriate learning strategies (Wenden, 1985, P. 7). Abraham and Vann’s
study proposed that ineffective learners did have learning strategies in their repertoire and
that they were active learners. This hypothesis led the researchers to pause a very
important question, which is if ineffective learners are active and do have learning
strategies as effective ones, what is it that makes them unsuccessful? Realizing that the
quantitative approach does not explain the differential success that exists between
successful and unsuccessful learners, Abraham and Vann resorted to a micro analysis that
starts with task demands, then determining the effectiveness of strategies used by two
unsuccessful learners in meeting these demands. In their assessment to that approach,
they contended, “Rather than merely tallying various types of strategies, we have linked
strategies with task demands. This procedure has permitted us to pinpoint discrepancies
between what a given task requires and what the learner does.” The results showed that
these two unsuccessful learners were active users of strategies and that they had strategies
that were similar in number and quality to those used by successful learners. However,
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they were unable to select strategies that are appropriate to the task at hand. In explaining
the reason that might have led to that, Abraham and Vann comment, “Apparently, they
lacked certain necessary higher- order processes, what are often called metacognitive
strategies or self-regulatory skills (see Wenden, 1987), which would enable them to
assess the task and bring to bear the necessary strategies for its completion.” A brief
reference was also made to the influence of former instruction on strategy choice.
“Mona’s reliance on formulaic approaches to higher-level tasks may have been promoted
by earlier formal instruction, which either explicitly or implicitly encouraged her to seek
straightforward explanations to problems, however complex.” (191)
The study underlies the influence of task demands, and suggests a deeper level of
analysis that goes beyond counting the strategies employed, to assessing task demands
and students’ success or failure in meeting these demands. It also questions the validity of
the notion of the universality of effective versus ineffective language learning strategies.
Having realized that learning strategies, as anything else, don’t work in a vacuum,
researchers started analyzing the different factors that might influence strategy use. These
studies, I suggest, could be classified into two main kinds: Studies that focus on learners’
personal and psychological characteristics, in other words, internal qualities that lie
within the learners. The second kind focuses on external factors that lie outside the
learner, such as environmental factors and the like. Recently, there have been a handful
of studies that realized the intricacy of both kinds of factors and the importance of
depicting the interaction among both kinds and the influence they could have on learning
strategies. Among the factors that were examined so often in the literature: gender, level
of proficiency, learning style, and cultural background.
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Gender
A number of studies examined the influence of gender on strategy use. Most studies
in this area concluded that females use more strategies than males (Green and Oxford,
1995, Oxford and Nyikos, 1989, Ehrman and Oxford, 1989, Maccoby and Jacklin, 1974,
Politzer, 1983, Sy, 1994). Then, some studies produced results contradictory to the
previously mentioned studies. This drove researchers’ attention away from the learner per
se to environmental factors that might have contributed to the changes as well. For
example, Oxford (1993) suggests that among the possible causes of gender differences
are socialization patterns as well as physiology. “Socialization encompasses culturally
defined gender roles and moral values, as well as exposure to particular courses of study
and extracurricular activities.” Supporting her argument, she reviews the literature on
social and cognitive development as well as reported differences in language use across
genders, and other sources. Oxford (1993) contended that, “probably any gender
differences in development of social behavior and cognition arise from an intricate, not
fully understood interaction of socialization and physiology.” That sounds like a logical
argument that captures the influence of both internal characteristics that lie within the
learner him/herself and environmental factors that are represented here in socialization
patterns. In that case innate qualities, due to physiological factors that were reported in
several studies, such as brain hemisphericity, lateralization, etc., and socialization
patterns, which may also reflect cultural differences, had an impact on learning strategies
use across genders. Another study, which underlies that the impact of gender differences
might change due to different factors, such as the stage the learners are in or their age is
the one by Feingold (1992) who indicates that gender differences decreased among
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adolescents in his study. This suggests that gender differences are not fixed, they are
subject to change depending on many factors. In a study that was conducted in Egypt
(Dadour, in Oxford 1996), which aimed at developing learners’ conversational skills,
gender differences were found. But the results were contradictory to most previous
studies. Males in this study outperformed females in their use of learning strategies.
However, in the discussion of the results, the researcher proposed that the nature of the
small rural town and the gender roles that usually accompany such environments might
have had its influence on females’ use of learning strategies. Obviously, as was the case
with previous studies on good language learners, researchers realized the importance of
resorting to environmental factors for explaining conflicting results that don’t have clear
reasons. Another study by Oxford (1995) didn’t show gender differences as strong and
frequent as in previous studies. So, females used more strategies than males like other
studies. However, the differences were not as strong or frequent in this group. Oxford
(1995) explains this observation in terms of the nature of the population, which in her
words are considered atypical of the larger population of the US as certain type of people
are attracted to the army. As a matter of fact, that’s a very interesting study that draws the
attention to the influence of personality type and career choice on typical gender roles
which in its turn could have an influence on the quality and quantity of strategies used.
As we might notice, studies that examine the relationship between gender differences and
strategy use have undergone a great shift from purely quantitative studies that count and
analyze the number and kinds of strategies used by each gender, to a more sociocultural
perspective that does not analyze gender per se. Gender roles are assessed in terms ol
social upbringing. Through the study of different cultures ranging from those in which
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gender roles are clearly distinct to societies where these differences have dissolved as a
result of social changes. So, researchers now can not say with much confidence, females
use this or that kind of strategy with that frequency. Instead, they will have to tell us a
female, in which country, which region, with what kind of personality traits, what kind of
job, or area of specialization, and so forth. In a word, the intricacy of all factors should be
reflected in a study that tries to provide useful insights that helps in understanding
learning strategies.
Proficiency Level
Proficiency level has been found to have a reciprocal influence on learning
strategies, i.e. proficient language learners use more strategies ( Rubin, 1975, Stern, 1975,
Naiman, Frohlich, Stern and Todesco, 1978), and more strategy use lead to more
proficiency and achievement. Politzer (1965:18) suggests, “The successful language
learner is essentially the pupil who has devised a successful self-teaching method” (Cited
in O’Malley et al., 1985: 23).
However, a number of studies had contrasting results to previous studies on the
relationship between proficiency level and strategy use. Oxford and Ehrman (1995)
studied the relationship between language learning strategies and a number of factors,
such as proficiency, teacher perceptions, gender, aptitude, learning style, personality type,
ego boundaries, motivation, and anxiety. The results showed that the only strategy type
with a positive correlation with language proficiency was the cognitive strategies. They
used the SILL as their research tool (previously mentioned), and cognitive strategies on
the SELL have two components which are, practice and deep processing. The researchers
suggested that it is the deep processing category that might have had more influence on
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the correlation with proficiency. As they found no correlation between effort, which is
reflected in practice, and proficiency. They referred to another study (Oxford and Nyikos,
1989) in which a correlation was found between a cognitive strategy called “Searching
for and Communicating Meaning,” which also requires deep processing and proficiency
level. Oxford and Ehrman (1995) commented that these results are contradictory to a
number of studies that used SILL. A significant relation was almost always found
between the use of many kinds of strategies and language performance, no matter how
performance is measured (a course grade, a standardized test, etc.) (See Oxford and
Burry, 1993). In this study, there was a low correlation between cognitive strategy use
and proficiency level, and there was no correlation between other kinds of strategies and
proficiency level.
Bialystok (1981) examined the relationship between the use of three learning
strategies (inferencing, practice “formal & functional”, and monitoring) and achievement.
The results showed different effects in different grade levels. Functional practice showed
positive correlation with achievement in both levels under investigation that is ten and
twelve. Monitoring was found to have an influence that was significant in grade twelve,
but not in grade ten. Inferencing did not have an influence on students’ achievement in
both grades, and formal practice had a slight positive influence on achievement in grade
ten, but a significantly negative one in grade twelve. Moreover, the frequency with which
a strategy was used did not correlate positively with achievement. Monitoring and
inferencing were used more often than practicing. However, achievement as measured by
the criterion test was affected more by practicing than by monitoring and inferencing. So,
no correlation was found between the extent to which a strategy was used and
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achievement. In their explanation of the negative influence of formal practice on
achievement in grade twelve, they speculated that the impact of formal practicing might
have a ceiling beyond which it becomes useless. Unlike functional practicing which
proved to be useful and had a positive influence on achievement regardless of the grade
level, formal practicing did not seem to have the same effect. They suggested that these
findings should inspire teachers to use more functional practice in their classes as it
contributes to learners’ success. The fact that functional practice proved to lead to better
achievement on all tasks directs our attention to the importance of the use of a
communicative context. They concluded their article by emphasizing the need to examine
the conditions under which strategies are employed as well as the learners who employ
them. So, lately researchers interested in investigating the relationship between strategy
use and achievement started to realize the importance of studying factors that lie within
learners as well as those that lie in the environment surrounding them. However, they still
looked at them as separate variables within the environment, and they didn’t yet try to
analyze the framework in which they take place. The ideologies that shape them and the
history that led to their emergence.
Learning Styles
Learning styles are commonly described as cognitive, affective, and psychological
traits that are relatively stable indicators of how learners perceive, interact with and
respond to the learning environment (Keefe, 1979, in Braxton, 1999).
A number of studies (Ehrman & Oxford, 1988, 1989) indicated that language
learning styles and strategies are deeply interrelated. In other words, that one s learning
style affects his/ her choice of learning strategies. Another study (Rossi- Le, 1995, cited
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in Braxton) also emphasized that learners’ learning styles influence the kinds of learning
strategies they choose to employ. Learning styles are broader than learning strategies.
Learning styles are more general learning and problem-solving tendencies, whereas
learning strategies refer to specific behaviors (Ehrman & Oxford, 1989, p. 241).
“Language learning styles and strategies appear to be among the most important
variables influencing performance in a second language (Oxford, 1989, p. 3).”
A number of studies showed the influence of other factors on one’s learning style,
such as learners’ field of specialization, and ethnic or cultural background.
Reid (1987) reported that field of specialization had an effect on learning
modality preferences which include, visual, auditory, kinesthetic, and tactile. As a result,
language learning strategy choice was also influenced by students’ modality preferences.
Reid (1987) did a survey that was specifically designed for ESL students studying
in American universities. The participants include 1, 234 ESL students from 98 countries
speaking 52 different native languages. One of her findings indicated that the sensory
preferences of ESL students were influenced by national origin. In her discussion of
results, she pinpoints that at the time the study was conducted, 90% of university level
instruction was directed towards the auditory learner who was a minority among many of
the language groups involved in her study. This is one of the cases where numbers could
be strikingly powerful. The percentage here tells a lot to teachers about their teaching
practices, who do they address, how many learning styles are accommodated and how
many are neglected, and where does this lead us?
Eliason (1988) administered a survey that aimed at determining whether there are
general learning style characteristics that pertain to language learners. Three groups of
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students participated in the study, American students, Japanese students, and Japanese
teachers of English. The results indicated that the two Japanese groups scored higher than
the Americans in auditory and kinesthetic yet lower in visual. The Japanese groups
scored higher than Americans did in tactile preferences. Both Japanese and Americans
showed the lowest preference for group work (Americans scored even lower than
Japanese did on their preference for group work) (Cited in Braxton, 1999, p. 64& 65).
Studies that investigate learning styles tended at the beginning to study this factor in
isolation of other situational or environmental factors. However, as mentioned earlier,
some of these studies showed the influence of other environmental factors, such as
cultural background, and its influence on both learning styles and strategies. The results
are very enlightening, especially to teachers who deal with learners coming from varied
cultural backgrounds. This has led to an increasing interest in studying this variable.
However, more studies need to be done, and factors such as reasons behind that change
of style among different language and cultural groups. The relative weight of each factor
should be closely examined and analyzed in order to add to the clarity of the picture that
has a lot of tangled threads. Another factor that deserves some attention is the influence
of teaching approaches and classroom orientations prevalent in one country or another,
and their influence on learning styles and strategies. In addition, psychological and
personal characteristics that prevail in an environment or another (either country wise or
on more restricted regional basis) should be studied. Political factors that influence a lot
of educational decisions should also be taken into account and its relative weight should
be measured and emphasized.
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The next section is a continuation of studies that opt to investigate the influence of
cultural backgrounds on strategy choice and employment.
Cultural Background
Although a close relationship was repeatedly acknowledged in the literature
}

between language and culture, it was only recently that researchers got interested in
further studying and analyzing it.
A vast number of definitions that varied in their scope have been proposed to
“culture”. However, one of the definitions that captures its relatedness to language is the
one suggested by Yang, (1992) “that culture clearly includes beliefs, perceptions, and
values which affect language learning.”
Language is part of culture. This meaning is clearly reflected in the definition
proposed by Kohls (1979), “culture is an integrated system of learned behavior patterns
that are characteristic of the members of any given society” (Cited in Braxton, 1999, p.
80).
A handful of studies tried to investigate the relationship between culture and
language learning strategies. Politzer and McGroarty (1985) suggested that learners’
cultural backgrounds have a noticeable influence on their learning strategies.
Watanabe (1990) examined the influence of staying abroad on the use of language
learning strategies. The results showed that staying abroad affects language learning
strategies choices.
O’Malley and Chamot (1990) tackled the influence of the educational system on
one country or another in fostering students’ use of certain strategies. Again, their
argument tends to invalidate the universality of good learning strategies. They indicated
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that an educational system, which encourages the use of rote memorization, would
produce good language learners who excel in the use of such strategy, yet may have less
advanced problem solving and comprehension strategies.
Oxford (1996) edited a book that dedicates almost half of its contents to studying
the influence of cultural background on strategy choice and employment worldwide.
Some examples of the studies presented in the book are Levine, Reves, and Leaver who
conducted a study that examines strategy use of two groups of ex-soviets. The first group
had been to Israel for a short period of time, whereas the second represents those who
lived in Israel for decades. The study indicates that the two groups differed in their
cultural educational learning views and strategy use. Oxford and Bedell offer a very
thorough literature review of studies that investigate language learning strategy use in
different cultures. Dreyer and Oxford examine the relationship between personality
factors and learning strategies among South Africans studying ESL. Kaylani traces the
relationship between motivation and gender on the one hand and strategy use among
Jordanian students on the other (Oxford, 1996). These are just a few examples of the
studies presented in the book. Results indicated a clear correlation between cultural
backgrounds and strategy use, which appeared to be influenced by different educational
systems and beliefs about language learning. Other factors that lie within each culture
contributed to shaping learners’ strategies differently, such as strategies encouraged by
different teaching approaches, and others.
Kaylani (1996) explains that the results of research on the influence of cultural
backgrounds on strategy use showed differences in strategy use across cultures. She
suggests that “the next step is to consider what influences are present in the socialization,
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educational and social milieu of those cultures that propagate such differences (Oxford,
1996: 79).”
Studies that examined the influence of gender, proficiency, learning style, and
cultural background have been demonstrated to highlight the prevalent approaches in this
area. Other factors that were found to have an influence on strategy choice and
employment have also been reported, among which aptitude, motivation, personality
characteristics, age, etc.
As might be noticed from reviewing the literature on the influence of different
factors on strategy choice and employment, there has been an increase of interest in
studying environmental factors in the past few years. However, more studies, that adopt
the same approach with broader perspective that draws on social, historical, cultural,
institutional and political background, are still needed. Drawing on multiple Discourses
that influence what we do and how we interpret it need to be at the core when studying
language learning strategies. Qualitative as well as quantitative methods need to be used
in order to reach credible conclusions concerning the effect of different variables that lie
within the learner and around him on the quantity and quality of strategies employed by
different language learners.
A Sociocultural Framework
Psychological Versus Sociological Perspective
Most research on the development of human cognition shows how process was
emphasized over context. Cognitive and biological factors were looked at as the main
source for major theories in cognitive psychology. Geci and Roazzi (1994) in their article
“The effects of context on cognition” provide an interesting explanation for such
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persistence on neglecting contextual factors on the part of cognitive psychologists. They
propose that, “For most psychologists, the idea that context can differentiate cognitive
processing is akin to acknowledging the fragility of our theories. In the search for
universal truths, it is a disappointment to learn that a phenomenon is situationally
specific.”
They add that the dominating approach among developmental theorists is that in
order to truly examine the core of development and to analyze the roots of different
processes, “then context is a form of noise to be controlled, deleted, or covaried. In nearly
all developmental accounts of cognitive growth, context is viewed as an adjunct to
cognition, rather than as a constituent of it (Sternberg and Wagner, 1994: 74-75).”
As I mentioned before, most of the pioneering studies that examined learning
strategies were influenced by cognitive theories in psychology. Thus, the influence of the
environment was underscored and the factors that received most of the attention were
biological factors, such as brain hemispherecity, gender roles, and/or psychological
factors, such as motivation, learning styles, etc. These factors and others were examined
in isolation of the contexts in which they took place, assuming as most studies in
cognitive psychology that environmental factors are a source of noise that needs to be
controlled if accurate results are to be reached. However, a number of studies referred to
the relationship between the educational system in general and the emergence of certain
types of learning strategies (Levine, Reves, and Leaver, 1996). But the absence of a
detailed analysis of the actual classrooms with its social languages, identities established,
patterns of interaction between teacher and students, different roles and expectations in
this particular setting made it hard for the reader to draw a clear picture of the situation.
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In addition, the findings of these studies tended to give the impression that this influence
determines the behavior of learners. This gives little space for changes as a result of new
encounters, except for a brief mention at the end that “the immigrants showed an amazing
capacity to adjust to their new surroundings.” Without referring to the exact changes if
any were observed and the exact factors in the environment that led to their occurrence.
Also, the domination of the quantitative analysis came at the expense of the qualitative
descriptive data. It also over-emphasized the differences between the two groups and
gave the impression that a certain educational system must produce certain types of
strategies (e.g., rote memorization) which are necessarily negative. The negative
strategies were associated with the first group of students described in this study as (the
immigrants) versus the second group referred to as (the old timers) who possessed all the
positive strategies. This doesn’t only oversimplify the matter, and reflects only part of the
reality, but promotes stereotypes as well. Many factors were not highlighted in the study,
for one that there was not any mention of the possibility that ‘the old timers’ were more
used to the setting and its expectations and the way it operates, which would naturally
lead to their active participation. Maybe, if the study lasted longer the immigrants would
have showed the same tendencies and kinds of strategies used by ‘the old timers’. The
study also did not show how strategies changed as a result of the change of activities and
their demands.
This study will avoid any labeling, classifications, or stereo types of people or
educational systems. The setting will be described in details in order to highlight the
different constituents that lead to the emergence and encouragement of certain types of
behaviors rather than others.
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The Classroom as a Culture in which Meanings are Negotiated,
Contested and Reformulated
This study is going to look at learning strategies within the classroom environment
in which they occur. The classroom is seen as a culture that takes its shape and content
from the contributions of both the learners and the teacher, their beliefs, expectations, and
needs, which form the input for this language class. The nature of activities inside and
outside the classroom and the roles assigned to the learners and the teachers and the
nature of interaction between them will be examined and analyzed. The aim is to
highlight the interplay among all these factors and their influence on strategy choice and
application. The assumption here is that what happens in the classroom counts, it does
influence what is allowed and what is not allowed, and it does influence the whole
learning process, and consequently the learning strategies learners are allowed and
expected to employ in this particular environment.
In their article, “Situated Cognition and the Culture of Learning”, Brown, Collins,
and Duguid (1989: 23) argue against the separation between knowing and doing,
assuming that cognition and learning are independent of the situations in which they
occur. They draw the attention that new perspectives of learning discourage this
separating of what is learned from how it is learned. They argue that the activity in which
learning take place “is not separable from or ancillary to learning and cognition. Nor it is
neutral. Rather, it is an integral part of what is learned. Situations might be said to co¬
produce knowledge through activity. Learning and cognition, it is now possible to argue,
are fundamentally situated.” (32)
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This brings us to Vygotsky’s activity theory. The essence of this theory could be
explained in terms of Vygotsky’s belief that the basis for examining human psychological
functioning must not stop at the individual. Leontiev suggests that activity rather than the
individual should be the basic unit of analysis. “Activity is defined in terms of
sociocultural settings in which collaborative interaction, intersubjectivity, and assisted
performance occur. It is the who, what, when, where, and why, the small recurrent
dramas of everyday life, played on the stage of home, school, community, and
workplace”(Donato & McCormick, 1994: 455).
The three levels of activity that were proposed are motives, goals, and operations.
The motive and goal constitute “a kind of vector”, determining the direction and
amount of effort an individual exerts in carrying out the activity (Lomov, 1982, p.
69). Motives “energize” an activity and goals impart directionality (Leont’v,
1981a, p.60). The actual realization of the activity is achieved through specific
material circumstances at the operational level (Lantolf and Appel, 1994: 21).

Lantolf and Appel (1994, P. 17) propose the following definition for activity, “the
level of activity, is defined as the social institutionally determined setting or context
based on a set of assumptions about the appropriate roles, goals, and means to be used by
the participants in that setting.”
This definition points out the importance of studying the setting in which an action
takes place. In addition, the definition asks us to be aware of the role played by social
institutions in dictating rules of acceptable behavior, and roles given to students and the
teacher, etc in that particular setting. So, if we apply this to the classroom environment,
we ought to examine the classroom context and how the rules that are at work within that
particular context came into being. By pinpointing the influence of higher order systems
and institutions within the society at large, and within the specific community that
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surrounds the classroom, and the community of the classroom under investigation, in
dictating codes of appropriate behavior. What should and shouldn’t happen within that
specific context, and accordingly which behavior gets rewarded, and acknowledged or
ignored.
In this study, higher order systems will include studying the modern schooling
system which most learners were apprenticed into in their home countries with a brief
mention to its relation to some philosophical and cultural values. In addition, the second
language classroom will be studied in relation to the philosophy of the institution in
which it takes place, which also reflects a broader ideological and institutional
philosophy, that of the post modern schooling with all its characteristics.
This study claims that language practices that take place within the classroom
context shapes and redefines the learning behaviors that occur in that particular context.
The classroom setting itself, the arrangement of students’ seats, and the teacher’s
influences the nature of interaction and the learning behaviors expected in such
environment. Also the amount of freedom given for students to interact with one another
and with the teacher is also thought to have an impact on the nature of strategies used by
students, and permitted by the teacher. The teaching approach, i.e. student-centered vs.
teacher-centered is also assumed to have an influence on the quantity and quality of
learning strategies in any particular setting as the quantity and quality of input expected
from both the teacher and the students differs according to the teaching approach
employed.
Moving from the specific context of the classroom under investigation to a broader
level takes us to Vygotsky’s genetic approach. What students bring to class, be it prior
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language learning experiences, and beliefs and expectations about the language learning
setting and the roles expected from both teachers and students need to be examined. As
the study proposes that these factors do influence what happens in the language
classroom including tacit ways of resistance, withdrawal, and negotiation
The Genetic Approach
Donato & McCormick, 1994: 454) indicate that, “This cultural-historical method
maintains that psychological phenomena (e.g., language learning strategies) can be
understood only by examining their genesis in a culturally-specific situated activity (e.g.,
the foreign language classroom).”
So adopting the genetic approach, this study examines the changeable nature of
learning strategies. It analyzes factors that may dictate when strategies will emerge, get
acknowledged and sustained by examining learners’ language learning history and how it
influences learners’ learning behaviors. In addition it examines the current environment
and its influence on those established behaviors and the changes that learners experience
as a result of the different context.
Gaies (1980) argued for the importance of studying the classroom as a place in
which different cultures meet and produce a new culture, to borrow his term, the
classroom is the crucible. He notes that learners do not go to class “empty-handed”, “the
learners bring with them their whole experience of learning and of life in classrooms,
along with their own reasons for being there, and their own particular needs that they
hope to see satisfied. And the teacher brings experience too, of life and learning, and of
teaching...” (Allwright & Bailey, 1991, p.18).
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As a result of the inevitable confrontation among all these cultural backgrounds
within the classroom, a lot of negotiation takes place. Through unpacking the different
‘Discourses’ students and teacher draw on (primary and secondary), new interpretations
to learner’s strategies emerge. The study adopts a genetic approach to studying learner’s
strategies along multiple axes. It focuses on students’ prior experiences of language
learning as it assumes they impact their perceptions of their roles versus the teachers’. It
also highlights the role of the Discourses teachers in the second language classroom draw
on in shaping their concepts of their roles versus those of the students. The multiple
Discourses that teachers and learners draw on are juxtaposed to show how differences
within these Discourses result in different forms of coping and resistance within the
second language classroom observed.
One of the Discourses that seemed to have a profound influence on learner’s
language learning strategies in the pilot study is students’ history of language learning.
Students’ History of Language Learning
Students, especially those from different cultural backgrounds were educated in
academic contexts that are different from those they experience in the United States.
Getting acquainted with these contexts and the rules that govern them would provide a
perspective that was repeatedly neglected in the literature on learner’s strategies.
Malinowsky (1986: 19) refers to the “institutional and ideological background
knowledge shared by participants in speech events as “the context of culture . This
context of culture allows people to form their expectations and to make sense of what is
going on around them. Tannen (1979:144) also suggests that
People approach the world not as naive, blank slate receptacles who take in
stimuli as they exist in some independent and objective way, but rather as
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experienced and sophisticated veterans of perception who have stored their prior
experiences as “an organized mass”, and who see events and objects in the world
in relation to each other and in relation to their prior experience. This prior
experience... then takes the form of expectations about the world, and in the vast
majority of cases, the world being a systematic place confirms these expectations
(Cited in Kramsche, 1993: 42).

What Tannen says about the formation and stabilization of peoples’ expectations
through prior experiences, which form the schematic knowledge on which they draw to
interpret similar events, might be true in most cases. However, there are certain occasions
when the world ceases to be a systematic place, when one’s expectations are not usually
realized, actually, sometimes quite the opposite. This is not unusual in cross-cultural
encounters when people bring with them their own structures of expectations, which do
not always match the structures of expectation within the new setting they come to. This
language classroom is a very good example of this cultural encounter. In cases where
students come from different cultural backgrounds, which are relatively at odds with the
teacher’s what usually happens is a process of meaning negotiation that takes place on a
minute to minute basis. Observing students interacting with one another and with the
teacher makes us realize that things that are taken for granted in one culture do not
necessarily have the same interpretations in others. This makes us stop and analyze how
this confrontation and continuous negotiation forms a new culture that has its own
characteristics. Studying the interplay between what the teacher and the students bring to
the classroom and whose expectations are met adds a new dimension to the area of
language acquisition in second language settings that adds to our understanding of the
process. This brings us to what Gee (1990) proposes when he talks about drawing on
different Discourses.
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The Classroom as a Discourse that Works in Relation to Other Discourses
Gee (1990: 103) argues that the process of sense making in language entails
understanding “the ways in which language is embedded in the larger framework of
social relationships and social institutions.” He adds that the “the structure of society
simultaneously shapes and is shaped by language.”
He also argues that people learn to do things as a result of being trained within
certain social practices that have their own nature and that dictate certain rules of
appropriate and acceptable behaviors.
We all read, write, speak and listen in a variety of different ways stemming from a
variety of different social practices. Further, these social practices are never just
language or literacy practices. They always also involve ways of acting,
interacting, being, thinking, valuing, believing, gesturing, dressing, using various
‘props’ (books, paper, notebooks, computers, rooms and buildings, etc.) as well as
ways of using language (written or spoken). I have called these integrations of
ways of being-doing- thinking- valuing, speaking- listening (-writing- reading)
‘Discourses’ (Gee, 1990: 174).

What Gee suggests reflects the complexity of the situation, as we can’t ignore the
influence of all these Discourses coming together and forming new meanings. He also
introduces the terms primary and secondary Discourses. He defines secondary Discourses
as “the Discourses each of us have mastered by being apprenticed into groups and
institutions- churches, gangs, schools, offices- outside the home.” (p. 176) He adds that
secondary Discourses provide the set of traditions that were passed from generation to
generation and which carry rules of behavior that people who belong to that Discourse
tend to behave and have behaved in the past. He stresses that these Discourses limit what
can happen in the present. However, he does not rule out the possibility for change which
happens due to actual performances and which cause it to develop and grow. He also
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suggests that any Discourse is related to other Discourses in the society in multiple ways.
He even proposes that one way of defining Discourses is in opposition to other
Discourses. This whole argument draws the attention to the importance of studying any
phenomenon (in this study, learning strategies) within the Discourse in which they take
place, and in relation to other Discourses. This process is expected to add new
dimensions and deeper understanding of the phenomenon and the factors that are at play.
The term Discourse with capital ‘D’ will be used throughout this dissertation to refer to
systems of values, beliefs, and ways of acting and interacting by members who belong to
a certain value system.
To illustrate the concept of the multiple Discourses and how the tension that occur
among them gets negotiated by participants in the setting in subtle ways, I would like to
give an example from the second language class that was the site for this study. The
teacher in that study, drawing on her readings on student-centered, constructivist, dialogic
Discourses, established her role as a facilitator for students’ learning. She tried to help
students develop their strategies of self-learning, encouraging resourcing (using
dictionaries, grammar books, etc.), peer cooperation, and maximizing resources inside
and outside the classroom (guest speakers, field trips, video and audio tapes). What she
was doing was sometimes met with resistance on the part of the students, especially those
coming from teacher-centered Discourses. Students’ resistance displayed itself in
different ways. Some students insisted on repeating their questions to the teacher on
issues that she suggested they needed to research themselves. They persisted on resorting
to her to elicit information, even when she pointed out that they need to work in pairs or
groups. They also went to other classes in an attempt to make up for that so called defect,
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classes in which the teacher ‘knows it all*. Trying to accommodate their needs for more
grammar, some of them went to grammar classes, and others worked on grammar on their
own. So they selected grammar books or video and/or audio tapes that accommodate the
ways they are used to. The resistance was also evident even in students’ jokes. “But you
are the teacher, you should know! I thought you know it all, I am so disappointed.”
It was apparent that students’ cultural backgrounds and their concepts of their role and
the teacher’s were among the Discourses that made some of them feel uncomfortable
with the role the teacher was trying to establish. That role stemmed from the multiple
Discourses in which she was apprenticed, including her academic and professional
background. The philosophy of the institute in which she works emphasizes the role of
the teacher as a long life learner, who does not have to know everything, instead he/she
helps learners find resources, which allow them to find the answers they need. This
continuous negotiation of roles, beliefs and methodology was an on going practice that
went hand in hand with the learning process, and it left its touches on it.
This study uses Gee’s concept of the multiple Discourses, as well as Vygotsky’s
activity theory, and genetic approach as a framework that guides its processes. Gee’s
concept will be used as the macro lens when analyzing the multiple Discourses that
students and the teachers draw on to define their relative value on shaping learners’
learning strategies. Activity theory will be used as a framework that will inform the
analysis of the classroom as a setting in which specific practices take place to determine
the influence of the nature of that particular setting on learners’ learning strategies. The
genetic approach is used to establish the influence of learners’ history of language
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learning in their home countries on their concepts of learning and expectations of the
language classroom, and their language learning strategies.
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CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS
Introduction
This study will examine the influence of context on language learning strategies in a
second language classroom in a Community Center. The main focus is to emphasize the
role played by the environment in shaping, defining and restraining rules of acceptable
behavior within a particular setting. Students’ cultural and academic backgrounds are
viewed as crucial factors that need to be examined in order to identify their relative
influence on students’ learning strategies. The main focus of the study is to underline the
dynamic and changeable nature of learning strategies. Teacher’s role as well as students’
will be looked at closely to determine how the interaction between the teacher and the
students could influence the nature of the learning process and the nature of learning
strategies as part of that process.
The language classroom will be looked at as a community of practice in which
learning takes place as a result of the negotiation of meaning between the teacher and the
students. Thus, looking at the language classroom as a local culture that exists on its own
right as a result of the encounter of the different cultures that both learners and teachers
bring to class. The hybridization of strategies that result from those different cultures
getting together will also be highlighted.
Charaudeau (1983), a French linguist explains how communication involves more
than simply one message sent by a speaker and received by a listener. He states that
“every speech act, rather than being the production of a message by one sender to one
receptor (the way most language learners imagine communication to be), is in fact a
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dialectic encounter between four participants: an addresser, an addressee, a
communicator, an interpreter.”
Kramsch (1993) emphasizes how the culture of the foreign language classroom
reflects a number of different cultures which participants bring with them and which
shape the nature of interaction and the process of meaning making, therefore constructing
the cultural context for the classroom.
Teachers enact the traditional culture of the instructional setting in which they
were trained; they echo the native culture of the society in which they were
socialized; they act out the behavior of speakers from the target society, which
they have studied, their discourse and that of their students are full of invisible
quotes, borrowed consciously or unconsciously from those who taught themparents, teachers, mentors- and from those who have helped build the discourse of
their discipline (Kramsch, 1993: 48).

Halliday (1989: 47) suggests a different type of context, that which he calls the
intertextual context, which results from the existence of different texts side by side and
the relationship between a text and other texts, assumptions, and expectations. He
enunciates that “ every lesson is built on the assumption of earlier lessons in which topics
have been explored, concepts agreed upon and defined...At a deeper level, the entire
school learning experience is linked by a pervading ‘intertextuality’ that embodies the
theory and practice of education as institutionalized in our culture.”
Hymes (1972: 39) states that, “a general theory of the interaction of language and
social life must encompass the multiple relations between linguistic means and social
meaning. The relations within a particular community or personal repertoire are an
empirical problem, calling for a mode of description that is jointly ethnographic and
linguistic.”
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So the classroom will be looked at as a local culture or a speech community that has
its own rules which gets constructed by its participants in their endeavor to create a sort
of negotiated meaning.
Zaharlick and Green (1991) define culture as, “what is learned and held in common
by members of a group... All members of a social group are cultural beings in that they
share and have learned the customary patterns for engaging in everyday life.”
For cognitive anthropologists, as Goodenough (1981), and Spradley (1979; 1980) culture
is defined as “ the standards for the patterned ways of perceiving, believing, acting, and
evaluating (Goodenough 1981). Culture also involves “local” meanings and knowledge
(Geertz, 1983). (Cited in Zaharlick and Green, 1991: 20, 21).
This study applies the tenets of ethnographic research. My role is a participant
observer (emic perspective) as I participated in classroom activities and was a member of
the classroom community throughout the observation period. This gives me the privilege
of having an insider’s view. Geertz (1983) displays the different approaches to studying
any phenomenon, he says, “The formulations have been various: “inside” versus
“outside”, or “first person” versus “third person” descriptions; “phenomenological”
versus “objectivist” or “cognitive” versus “behavioral” theories”; or, perhaps most
commonly “emic” versus “etic” analyses....” He adds that a simpler distinction was
proposed by the psychoanalyst Heinz Kohut, between “experience- near” and
“experience- distant” concepts.
An experience- near concept is, roughly, one that someone...might himself
naturally and effortlessly use to define what he or his fellows see, feel, think,
imagine, and so on, and which he would readily understand when similarly
applied by others. An experience-distant is one that specialists of one sort or
another- an analyst, an experimenter, an ethnographer, even a priest or an
ideologist-employ to forward their scientific, philosophical, or practical aims.
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I am adopting both emic and etic perspectives for data analysis from the ESL
setting. The emic perspective derives from my role as a participant observer in the
classroom and its activities, a role assigned to me by the teacher who thought that I could
be an additional source of information for the students. So, I paired with some students
when one student was left without a partner, and participated in group work. However, I
had more freedom to rotate and mill around the room and join more than one group in the
same activity. The students on the other hand assigned me the role of the expert to whom
they could resort, as a second resource after they ask their colleagues, and before asking
their teacher. The etic perspective was the natural outcome of my being a researcher in
the class as I introduced myself in the first day of the class and as the teacher always
emphasized throughout the observation period.
Research Questions
By virtue of the previously mentioned roles, I will try to answer the following
questions:
•

How does the structure of teacher-student interactions, in terms of the identities
established in this language setting, influence their language learning strategies?

•

In what way does the philosophy of the language Institute, which reflects broader
social, ideological, and cultural perspectives, affect the nature of interaction and
consequently the strategies used in this second language classroom?

•

How do prior classroom interaction experiences that students and teachers have had
over time affect language learning strategies used in the classroom?
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•

What are some forms of resistance and/or negotiation that took place as result of the
encounter of somehow conflicting meanings that teachers and students bring to the
language classroom?

•

In terms of the plurality of meanings extant in classroom interaction, who gets to
decide what counts as a good learning strategy, and how this is negotiated through
classroom interactions?

•

How does the nature of activities influence students’ language learning strategies?
Project Design
This study is a qualitative research that adopts an ethnographic methodology.

Ethnography is defined by Zaharlick and Green (1991: 3) as follows, “Ethnography is
more than a set of “field” methods, data collection techniques (tools), analysis procedures
or narrative description. It is a theoretically driven, systematic approach to the study of
everyday life of a social group which includes a planning phase, discovery phase, and a
presentation of findings phase (e.g., Agar, 1980; 1986; Goetz & LeCompte, 1984;
Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983; Heath, 1982a; Hymes, 1982; Spradley, 1979; 1980).
They also suggest a number of principles that characterize ethnographic research:
“ Ethnography is a culturally driven approach; ethnography involves a comparative
perspective; ethnographic fieldwork involves an interactive- reactive approach; and
ethnography is the basis for ethnology.”
James L. Peacock (1986) focuses on the interpretive nature of ethnography.
Ethnography is an interpretive endeavor, and the most treasured ethnographic
interpretations provide not only substantive information but perspectives on that
information. It is not the particular factual ‘findings’ of a gifted ethnographer...
that are significant... what is significant is the vision of someone’s (the native’s)
existence interpreted through the sensibilities of someone else (the ethnographer)
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in order to inform and enrich the understanding of a third party (the reader or
listener). (Peacock, 1986: 99-100)(Cited in Ely et al, 1997: 223)

This study seeks to provide a sociocultural interpretation to the nature of language
practices that take place in the second language setting examined. The classroom culture
will be examined to determine how the nature of language practices inside and outside of
the classroom could influence the nature of learning strategies prevalent in that setting.
Setting
In summarizing the components of an ideal discourse analysis Gee (1999: 92)
contends that “actual analyses, of course, usually develop in detail only a small part of
the full picture. However, any discourse analysis needs, at least, to give some
consideration, if only as background, to the whole picture.” As I tend to agree with him, I
will try to provide a thick description to the second language classroom with its specific
nature, its students, teachers, philosophy during the period of time I was observing the
setting.
The study takes place in a second language classroom for intermediate students
from different cultural, educational, and language proficiency levels. The classroom is
offered by a public Institute for community service for adults who need to improve their
proficiency level in English. It is located in a small town in Northern Massachusetts.
The town is a University town, therefore most its population is students and their families
from all over the world. That special nature made the American-born people more
accustomed to dealing with people of different language and cultural backgrounds. In
other words, having an accent is not a big deal in this town.
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The second language classroom adopts a holistic approach to language teaching and
learning that is embedded in postmodern Discourses of schooling. Students are at the
center of learning as they are expected to actively participate in language practices,
building the curriculum and assessment forms.
Participants
The number of students in the classroom ranged between 20- 25, as some students
dropped the class or graduated during the two-year observation period, and new students
joined. All students are part of the study. However, the number of students who gave
their consent to participate in the interviews is 22 participants, including two classroom
teachers. The native countries of the students who participated in the interviews are
Russia, Ukraine, France, Brazil, Argentina, Peru, El Salvador, Japan, Hong Kong, Iran,
and Korea. The students have different academic backgrounds that range from high
school in their home country to doctorate. Proficiency levels in English are also varied.
All students are motivated to learn English for various goals. The goals ranged from the
need to communicate with life partners as some of them have spouses who are Americans
and/ or studying, working, obtaining citizenship, or just being able to communicate with
native speakers for as long as they need to stay in the States.
The teacher, Jane, is a native of America, in her late twenties. She has a master’s
degree in education. She was keen to be part of the study and she seized every chance to
raise students’ awareness of their learning strategies. She adopts a holistic approach to
language teaching that starts from students’ needs, using students as resources, including
students’ native cultures, honoring students’ input, encouraging fluency over accuracy,
and continuous assessment based on their contribution in the classroom. The second
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teacher, Holyn is also a native of America in her late twenties or early thirties. She has a
strong personality, as well as a strong belief in the holistic approach, which is dictated by
the Institute’s philosophy. She brought to the classroom a wealth of knowledge and
students both love and respect her. I must say both teachers showed a lot of dedication to
helping students in their attempt to improve their English proficiency. A lot of effort was
put in answering students’ requests and modifying them to cope with the Institute’s
philosophy.
Glynn is the coordinator of the ESL program in the Language Institute. She
partakes in setting the philosophy of the Institute and sees that teachers apply it through
regular meetings with the teachers as well as visiting their classrooms. She has a strong
personality. In addition to the administrative responsibilities she takes, she teaches thje
beginners class.
The curriculum is not dictated by the Institute, though the philosophy is. It is mainly
based on students’ needs and arises from their comments both in the classroom and in
their weekly logs.
My role in this study is a participant observer as I participated in classroom
activities, and social events (birthday parties, field trips, and coffee and lunch talks). This
role allows me the privilege of being close to the students, talking informally with them
whenever there is a chance. It also allows the interviews to be less formal and more open
to students’ ideas and thoughts. Having the dual role of being a participant in the
classroom as well as a researcher allows me to have an emic perspective as well as etic.
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Procedures
The procedures for this study can be divided into two phases, the pilot study and the
actual study. The pilot study was intended to get acquainted with the classroom
environment, the teacher and the students as well as the methodology applied. The focus
was to determine how much influence, if any does the classroom environment have on
learning strategies used in that particular second language classroom. Also how the
language classroom is influenced by broader sociocultural values embedded in the
society at large and translated in the philosophy of the community center. In addition,
establishing an idea of the influence of learners’ history of language learning on their
behaviors in the second language classroom.
Pilot Study
For three months, I collected data through field notes of classroom observations,
including field trips, guest speakers, and students’ presentations, accompanied with tape
recordings. In addition to field notes of the social events that took place during that
period, which included birthday parties for students, going out for lunch or coffee. All of
which were language events that were intended to give the students an opportunity to talk
to each other and the teacher outside the formal environment of the classroom. Field
notes of all language events formed part of the data for the study. Field notes, and
interviews transcripts were analyzed in order to highlight the dynamic nature of learning
strategies and the influence of the varied factors at play.
Initial analysis showed that the following categories have an influence on students’
strategy use:
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•

The nature of context which entails certain expectations from both the teacher and
students. The meanings that get negotiated and constructed

•

The roles assigned to the teacher and students.

•

Students’ prior language learning experiences.

•

The nature of language practices or activities prevalent in that particular setting.

•

The situated meanings that get negotiated and constructed on a minute to minute basis
in that community of practice, and which are the result of the different discourses that
the teacher and learners draw on.
Data Collection
Data for the actual study is collected in different ways. Field notes of classroom

observations, two times a week for four semesters (almost two years). Audiotapes of
classroom activities inside and outside the classroom, including field trips, guest
speakers, and social events, and audiotapes of the interviews between the students, the
classroom teachers, and I.
Classroom materials as well as field notes of relevant informal discussions between
the classroom teacher, the students, and I are also gathered. All classroom materials, field
notes, interviews are transcribed and analyzed using Gee’s six building tasks. A
sociocultural perspective , which is initiated by Lev Vygotsky guides the analysis and
interpretation of the findings. The essence of the sociocultural perspective is underscoring
that cognition originates in the daily social and cultural activities in which people
participate (Vygotsky, 1978; and Wertsch, 1998). Thus, looking at learning strategies as
mediated actions that take place in a specific environment, which has its influence on
their form and content.
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Field Notes
For four semesters, I have been writing my observations on different types of
interaction that take place in class among students and between teacher and students.
Tape-recorded classes were transcribed and analyzed. The analysis is guided by Gee’s six
building tasks which was helpful in analyzing the structure of this particular classroom
and its influence on language learning strategies used in that setting. Using Gee in the
analysis of the field notes provided a macro level that was crucial to the analysis. It
allowed me to relate the language classroom as a community of practice to the social and
cultural context in which it is embedded and which influences and get influenced by the
classroom community.
Interviews
Interviews are a major source of information in this study. They add to my
observations inside and outside the classroom, a new dimension that is imparted by
students’ voices commenting and reflecting on their experiences, during and prior to their
coming to the United States.
Most students in that language class had had an experience of learning English in
their home countries. The common factor among all learners is the kind of English
learning they had in their countries, which was mainly learning about the language rather
than learning the language. In other words, learning rules of grammar, memorizing
vocabulary lists, lots of drills, without much of a chance to practice using English inside
or outside the classroom. This setting is described in the literature as the modern
industrial schooling (Tyack and Cuban, 1995).
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That common experience more or less shaped their own expectations and prepared
them for a certain kind of setting that was challenged in the ESL classroom they came to.
As most of them came from teacher-centered classrooms that are guided by behavioral
and structural approaches to language learning and teaching, they were expecting more of
the teacher’s input and were more attuned to didactic methods. As a result, some students
were puzzled, even frustrated at times by the fact that this was not happening. The
tension between the teacher’s philosophy and the students’ needs and expectations was an
ongoing process in the ESL classroom that yielded sometimes in favor of either party.
However, the teacher’s strong personality, and her powerful position as a teacher, a
native speaker of the target language, backed up by the philosophy of the Institute for
which she works made the balance often times tilt towards her ways more than the
students’. The students, on the other hand learned to cope with the new environment with
all its rituals and expectations, while learning the new language and culture. Students in
the most part were happy with their experience in the language classroom as it was
helping them achieve their goals. That, I believe, was one of the reasons that made coping
easier and quicker for most learners. However, there were times where students resisted
the teacher’s ways. That was expressed in some subtle ways, mainly indirect. This
involved some resistance, withdrawal from activities that seemed unimportant, or
probably childish according to their standards, or too threatening to their sheltered
teacher-led classroom style. Continuous field trips, presentations, guest speakers, and
social events forced them in different degrees to change their learning strategies.
Therefore, they had to move gradually from being so silent and shy to speaking more,
asking questions, and contributing to classroom discussions due to classroom natuie and
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requirements, in addition to their need to communicate in the language on a daily basis.
The students in the interviews expressed this tension and gradual change.
Data Analysis
Different types of analysis are used. First, analyzing data from the field notes,
looking at the classroom as ‘a community of practice’ that negotiates its own rules,
expectations, etc based on the different roles and identities assigned to learners, and the
politics of the classroom. In addition, students’ history of language learning in other
settings is also examined to highlight its influence on learners’ theories of language
learning and their language learning strategies. A macro level of analysis is undertaken to
examine the institutional level and its relation to what happens in the classroom in the
participants’ home countries as well as in the United States. The aim is to highlight the
intertextuality that exists among different Discourses and their influence on practices that
take place within the classroom as a community of practice embedded in a broader sociohistorical, cultural, and political context. In Lemke’s (1995: 28) explanation of the
concept of intertextuality introduced by Foucault (1966), he highlights how people with
the use of the present day notions construct the historical meaning of the continuities and
discontinuities with many pasts by constructing relationships among these objects and
themselves. He adds that Foucault uses the concept of the discursive formation “to help
bridge between texts and social systems.”
The multiple Discourses that learners and teachers draw on are analyzed using
Gee’s six building tasks: semiotic building, world building, activity building,
socioculturally situated identity, relationship building, political building, and connection
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building (1999: 85-86). (Refer to appendix E for the questions Gee suggests asking about
the six building tasks).
The first building task suggested by Gee is the semiotic building. In this study, the
language used by learners and teachers is analyzed with the focus on the degree of liberty
allowed by teachers and expressed by students regarding the use of different ways of
expressing their ideas. This includes speech, writing, drawing, and miming as well as the
use of formal or informal language and language structures. The focus on accuracy versus
fluency is also examined, i.e. whether the focus is on language as a grammatical system
or a communicative system, and how this influences the strategies used in this language
classroom. In addition, comparing this experience to what learners reported experiencing
in their history of language learning in order to highlight the influence of the two
experiences getting together on learners’ use of language learning strategies.
The second building task introduced by Gee is what he calls ‘world building’. In
this study, the world building is based mainly on the adopted teaching approach, which is
holistic in nature. The holistic approach entails certain cultural models that are at play
and that influence values and situated meanings within this particular community of
practice. The situated meanings are believed to influence language learning strategies
encouraged and applied in that setting.
The third building task is the activity building. It focuses on the activity or set of
activities and sub activities going on in the situation, and the actions taken to undertake
them.
The fourth building task is that of the socioculturally-situated identity and
relationship building. In this study, using this task helps in identifying roles and positions
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assigned to learners and teachers in this community of practice and what this means in
terms of related values that impart them. Also how these roles or positions are
transformed or stabilized and what the relevant Discourses at play might be. And how
these identities influence language learning strategies used by learners and encouraged by
teachers.
The fifth building task is called ‘political building’. In this study this is expressed
mainly in the power dynamics applied in the different communities of practice studied (In
students’ history, as well as the second language classroom observed). These power
dynamics are imparted by certain cultural models that are operative in the different
Discourses. In a word, how relationships between teachers and students and among
students influence students’ language learning strategies. For example, the question the
study poses in relation to this task is whether or not hierarchical or egalitarian
relationships would make a difference in learners’ use of language learning strategies.
Also on a different level, how the different identities learners adopt influence their
language learning strategies.
The sixth building task is ‘connection building.’ How are different interactions that
take place in the classroom are connected to each other backward and/ or forward. Also
what connections are made to other Discourses, institutions, and beliefs outside the
current situation. In this study, this is achieved by establishing a connection between the
philosophy of different academic Discourses and language institutes and what happens in
the classroom in students’ home countries as well as in the United States. In other words,
relating what happens in the classroom to broader systems in the society at large. This is
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what is known in the literature as Discursive relationships or intertextuality (Foucault,
1966).
The choice of Gee’s six building tasks as a tool for Discourse analysis in this study
is based on the fact that it helps to analyze the major components of that particular
setting, including learners and teachers’ socioculturally situated identities. It also
highlights the role played by power dynamics, participants’ prior language experiences
and broader socio-historical and institutional contexts in which the classroom is
embedded.... Gee suggests that “a discourse analysis involves asking questions about
how language at a given time and place, is used to construe the aspects of the situation
network as realized at that time and place and how the aspects of the situation network
simultaneously give meaning to that language” (92).
Then he suggests a number of questions that address each task as a way of
looking for answers in the data.
As he said there is not any one particular way of analysis that is right and that it
all depends on the kind of data one has and the kind of themes one is addressing.
Two levels of analysis are conducted, macro and micro lens are used. The macro
lens is intended to provide a broad picture of the context in which the classroom
community is embedded. This involves the philosophy of the community center, which
reflects a historical and cultural ideology that has its roots in the system and the society at
large at that point in time. The micro close up lens is used to analyze the language
practices prevalent in this second language classroom, and the accompanying language
learning strategies they tend to generate.
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Secondly, the interviews are searched for vignettes or episodes that reflect how
students’ history interacts with the second language setting observed. And how this
interaction produces new forms of negotiation that result from students’ ways of coping
and sometimes resistance to the new meanings situated in this community of practice.
Using Vygotsky’s activity theory as an interpretive framework, I tease out the
influence of the nature of the setting on the kinds of strategies students employ. The unit
of analysis suggested in this study is tool-mediated action. Wertsch (1985: 207)
suggested tool-mediated action as a unit of analysis for consciousness. His reasons for
this suggestion are, “one can observe planning, memory, attention, and so on, at work in
tool-mediated action, whether it involves physical or symbolic tools, including
intrapersonal as well as interpersonal dialogue, more readily than in individual words, as
originally proposed by Vygotsky. (Wertsch & Hickman, 1987, cited in Lantolf and
Appel, 1994: 22).
Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness is key in any research. Ensuring the credibility of results and the
confidentiality of the participants is a crucial issue in ethnographic research. A number of
techniques are used to achieve this confidentiality and to create an atmosphere of
trustworthiness among the participants of the study. First, pseudonyms are used for the
participants, and for the name and location of the language institute where the class is
held. Second, the teacher and the students who participate in the study are asked to sign a
consent form that describes the nature of the study and identifies the required tasks
expected from the participants (Refer to appendix A).
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Qualitative methods require diligence on the part of the researcher in selecting and
applying her/his observational tools. Subjectivity is a trap that threatens the validity of the
results and jeopardizes the credibility of both the results and the researcher. As a result,
researchers realized the mandatory need for ensuring the credibility of their data through
the use of various collection and analysis techniques, which is known as “triangulation”.
Triangulation generally refers to the process of verifying the consistency of different data
sources within the same method or different methods (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Patton,
1990 in Braxton, 1999).
To maximize the credibility of data collection techniques and to expand the
probability for generalizing the results of the study, triangulation is used. Different
collection techniques are used: Analyzing field notes of classroom observations using
Gee’s six building tasks, using both macro and micro analysis techniques. The macro
techniques are used to relate the second language setting they are in to broader systems
that are believed to have an influence on what takes place in the second language
classroom, such as the philosophy of the language institute which dictates rules of
acceptable and expected behaviors of teachers and learners within that setting. The
institute’s philosophy is also related to broader socio-historical and cultural ideologies.
Interviews of teachers and learners provide another source of analysis which reflect
learners and teachers’ views of language learning in the second language classroom
observed as well as their prior experiences. The interplay among all these factors and
these discourses is highlighted to reflect the multiplicity of the process and the different
discourses teachers and learners draw on. The concept of the multiple Discourses and
intertextuality are used as a framework to underline the intricacy of all these factors and
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the result of this encounter. Audio-recordings help in providing another source that I
could go back to and analyze further. Looking for patterns through the previously
mentioned data collection techniques help in identifying the main themes that seem to
have an influence on strategy use in that particular environment, and shows the
intertextuality among the Discourses at play.
Limitations of the Study
This study is conducted in a second language setting. Therefore, the results would
be more pertinent to settings of the same nature. However, the implications of this study
could provide some direction to foreign language settings too. The study takes place in a
holistic language class, which is mainly student-centered. This limits the scope of the
research to this specific environment and calls for more studies that adopt the tenets of
ethnographic research that investigate the influence of different contexts on language
learning strategies. This would provide a criterion on which researchers could base a
more solid argument by means of comparing the elements present in different contexts
and highlighting how the interaction that take place among those elements produce
different meanings and different interpretations to the same strategies.
The current study bases its analysis on this specific setting and any reference to
other settings will be based totally on the body of literature available in the area of
learning strategies. Analyzing learners’ prior experiences of language learning in their
native countries is based on what learners’ mentioned in the interviews, which basically
reflects their perceptions of what their experiences are. However, a reference to the
literature was made from time to time to give support to learners views of their language
learning experiences.
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The study is limited to studying learning strategies in English as a second language
setting, so the need for more studies that study other languages is apparent. The average
number of students who participated in the study throughout the 2 years of observation is
20 as some students graduated during the observation period and others joined. The
number of students who participated in the interviews is limited to 20 students, in
addition to the 2 teachers of the classroom.
In spite of the limitations, the study will add to the new trend that has started in the
area of studying learner’s strategies. As it adopts a sociocultural perspective which
strives to unpack the new meanings constructed every minute in language classrooms as
a result of the numerous factors at play.
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CHAPTER 4
SECOND LANGUAGE LEARNERS’ HISTORY
Introduction
In his explanation to Bourdieu’s ‘cultural habitus’ and its power in shaping people
differently, Lemke (1995: 32 & 33) comments,
Bourdieu contends that, members of different cultures not only talk differently
(using different languages, discourse formations, coding orientations), but they
even walk differently.... This suggested to Bourdieu that cultural and subcultural
dispositions of all kinds are literally embodied in people...Cultural habitus for
Bourdieu is an embodied system of sociologically structured and structuring
dispositions...The dispositions of the habitus are more alike for those who lead
more similar lives, and progressively become less alike for those who typically
engage in different roles and different activities. (Bourdieu 1979, 1984)
What Bourdieu suggests here is different from what was emphasized in most of the
literature on learning strategies regarding the role of culture in shaping learners’
strategies (refer to chapter 2 for an overview of studies on the relationship between
culture and learning strategies). In the literature, the term culture was used to refer
basically to one’s ethnic background. What Bourdieu means when he uses the term
‘cultural habitus’ is how certain experiences, activities, and roles one takes lead to certain
inclinations, which make him/ her prone to act in certain ways. Looking at the matter
from that perspective helps us move beyond overgeneralizations, which usually result in
stereotypes and false judgements, to a deeper look at human experience, which puts
learners’ experiences in the forefront as opposed to some inborn qualities. Thus,
highlighting the power of sociological factors in creating certain structures in humans that
become an embodiment to their lived experiences.
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Studying these experiences might give us some answers to unanswered questions
regarding language learning in general and learning strategies in particular. Data analysis
indicates that it is not one’s ethnic background that shapes what one does or does not do,
rather it is learners’ history of language learning, which shapes learners’ dispositions in a
substantial way.
Learners’ strategies, this study suggests, are influenced by many factors in learners’
lives, which include learners’ history of language learning, prior, current, and future.
Therefore, learning strategies are changeable throughout students’ lives, this study
claims, depending on the kinds of experiences they go through. Due to learners’ history
of language learning, which is embedded within broader cultural, historical, economic,
political, and institutional contexts, learners come with certain dispositions. However,
these dispositions are subject to change due to the new experiences to which learners are
exposed, the data indicates.
As I mentioned before in chapter 2, looking at most of the studies done on the
relationship between cultures, educational systems, and the learning strategies they
nurture (e.g. Oxford, 1996, Tweed and Lehman, 2002), a common feature was noticed.
Most of these studies ignored the discontinuities that do exist in every culture and
subculture by focusing only on the continuities. In addition, assessing prevalent behaviors
in these cultures through a Western framework resulted in biases, and ethnocentrism,
which lend themselves to stereotypes (Biggs, 1996).
Again, talking about a whole culture as one huge entity that produces masses of
people with the same qualities or tendencies is not only simplistic, but also misleading.
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Wenger (1998: 125) warns against using culture as a unit of analysis for the
previously mentioned reason. She says, “viewing a nation, a culture, a city, or a
corporation as one community of practice might seem like a way to capture the processes
of learning that constitute these social configurations. Yet it would miss crucial
discontinuities among the various localities where relevant learning takes place.”
Communities of Practice as opposed to Culture
In an attempt to escape the many different meanings associated with the term
‘culture’, as varied and broad as they might be, the term ‘communities of practice’ is used
instead in this study. Using what Wenger (1998: 124) refers to as ‘communities of
practice’ as an analytical tool would provide a medium level of analysis that is not as
broad as the level of culture, and not as narrow as the level of activity.” Wenger
comments, “As an analytical tool, the concept of community of practice is a midlevel
category. It is neither a specific, narrowly defined activity or interaction nor a broadly
defined aggregate that is abstractly historical and social.”
Communities of practice, Wenger (1998: 79) suggests, are not self-contained
entities. They develop in larger contexts- historical, social, cultural, institutional- with
specific resources and constraints. Some of these conditions and requirements are
explicitly articulated. Some are implicit but are no less binding.
In this chapter I will display how certain types of experiences result in certain
inclinations or dispositions in learners to behave in certain ways which are fostered by the
types of interactions in which they engaged in their history of language learning. Learners
bring to class a reservoir of schemas about ways of learning and practicing that match the
ways prevalent in the communities of practice in which they were apprenticed. This
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involves perceptions of teacher’s identities, learners’ identities, expectations of teachers
and learners, relationships among learners, and between learners and teachers, language
practices, and assessment tools, etc. This does not necessarily mean that they have come
equipped with only one way or another of looking at their prior experiences. Different
interpretations and different reactions were found among learners corresponding to the
very same experience they went through. Learners’ experiences could be widely varied
and learners were found to draw on multiple Discourses in their attempt to make meaning
out of their lived experiences.
A number of factors seemed to have had a major impact on the previously
mentioned concepts in the participants’ communities of practice. These factors include,
but are not limited to, philosophical underpinnings, economic, social, political and
institutional issues, which colored the educational systems which the participants were
part of for a substantial part of their lives.
The second language learners who participated in the study can be ethnically
classified into three main groups: Asians (China, Korea, Hong Kong, Iran, and Japan),
Latin Americans (Peru, Argentina, Brazil, and El Salvador), and Europeans (France,
Ukraine, and Russia). However, this study does not focus on learners’ ethnic
backgrounds per se, rather on what these ethnic backgrounds were translated into in terms
of specific experiences. Is it being Chinese, Ukrainian, Argentinean or other that really
counts, or is it the experiences that these learners went through that shaped their
expectations, or is it both?
Using Gee’s (1999) multiple Discourses, the interviews were searched for vignettes
that provide some basis for the emergence of some recognized patterns of behavior and
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expectations that were noticeable among the participants. In addition to the interviews, a
reference to the literature provided another source that gave support to what the learners
said about their experiences learning English in their home countries. Therefore, there is
a brief reference to some of the common characteristics in the educational systems in the
participants’ countries. However, it is important to point out that this is intended to give
just a brief account of the general picture in these systems. It is not intended in any way,
neither it is possible to give a comprehensive analysis of these systems in this wide array
of cultures with all their localities. Another point to keep in mind in this regard is the
wide range of age groups to which the participants belonged, ranging from late twenties
to seventy years old which made it difficult to make generalizations regarding their
learning experiences. However, this problem was overcome by talking about the middle
majority, and as I mentioned before by trying to avoid describing a specific political or
historical period, rather about the general characteristics under which these learners had
their own academic experiences.
One of two extreme attitudes, with varying degrees in between, was reflected in
learners’ voices talking about their experiences back home, wherever home might be,
comparing it to their current experience. The first attitude is in favor of the kind of
second language classroom that is the site for this study, and the second struggled with
the way it is structured, its language practices, its focus, and the way knowledge is
presented.
The data analysis indicated that learners’ attitudes are very much influenced by the
interaction between learners’ prior experiences learning English or other languages in
their home countries, and their present experience learning English as a second language
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in the United States. In spite of the common experience most learners in the study had,
their different attitudes toward it could be attributed to their individual interpretation of
these experiences. In other words what this experience meant to each and every one of
them and whether or not the outcome was satisfactory.
In this chapter I’ll try to pinpoint the common factors prevalent in the communities
of practice that these students were apprenticed into and a brief mentioning of possible
Discourses that students might have drawn on. So instead of focusing on learners’ ethnic
background, or attributing learners’ recognized patterns of behavior to some dominant
philosophical belief system, the data pointed towards learners’ history of language
learning as a major source for interpreting the views and behaviors of learners towards
language learning. The data analysis indicated that the commonalties among learners’
patterns of behavior, attitudes and expectations could be explained in terms of a widely
spread Discourse which is referred to in the literature as ‘the modem Discourse of
schooling’ as opposed to ‘post modern schooling’. Systems that adopt the modern
approach to schooling share certain characteristics among which, the use of behavioral
approaches to teaching and learning, piecework activities, which reflect traditional
didactic teaching methods. Also classifying students into grade levels according to their
age, and applying assessment systems that focus on the product more than the process
(Tyack, 1995, Gebhard, 2001).
The Modern School Discourse
While the specific stories of individual learners were widely varied, the interviews
showed that the communities of practice they were describing were quite similar. As I
mentioned before, students belonged to various countries, each of which has its historical,
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political, cultural and institutional systems. Yet, the interviews revealed a very interesting
fact that learners as varied as they are, reported having almost the same kind of
experience studying English as a foreign language in their home countries. So the overall
description of English classrooms in their home cultures shared a number of
commonalties that resulted in common expectations and patterns of behavior which
influenced their perceptions of their second language classroom in the United States.
This observation compels us to rethink the findings of studies that focus on some
philosophical underpinnings prevalent in certain cultures, mostly Asian cultures, to
explain differences in strategy use among Asian students, specifically those who belong
to the so called ‘Confucius Heritage Cultures’ as opposed to Westerners. For example,
using Confucius versus Socratic framework to explain CHC students’ tendency to the use
of the strategy of repetition rather than questioning (Tweed, and Lehman, 2002).
Focusing on one aspect of the culture as the only way of explaining learners’ dispositions
seems rather simplistic and usually results from and leads to stereotypes. Philosophical
underpinnings do have influences on people’s minds and behaviors. However, using it as
the only framework makes people falsely appear as mirror reflections of dominant
cultural beliefs within their own cultures. The truth of the matter is that human beings as
complex as they are have different reactions to beliefs and value systems within their own
society, and do not necessarily have to be in full agreement of any philosophical system
no matter powerful it might be. Therefore, people who belong to a certain ethnic group
do not have to be representatives of the ideas of that ethnic group.
In the interviews, learners talked about the way their classrooms were structured,
the curriculum, teaching methods, language practices as well as assessment tools. The
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common characteristics found could be attributed to the system that was prevalent not
only in the participants’ countries, but even in the United States some years ago. This
common school system is described as modern as opposed to postmodern schooling.
Tyack (1995: 85) talks about this stable system as the grammar of schooling, which
persisted for many years in spite of the continuous attempts on reformers’ part to change
it. He comments that, “The basic grammar of schooling, like the shape of classrooms, has
remained remarkably stable over the decades. Little has changed in the ways that schools
divide time and space, classify students, and allocate them to classrooms, splinter
knowledge into “subjects” and award grades and “credits” as evidence of learning.” He
adds, “Indeed much of the grammar of schooling has become taken for granted as just the
way schools are.”
Tyck provides the following reasons for such persistence of grammar of schooling:
Once established, the grammar of schooling persisted in part because it enabled
teachers to discharge their duties in a predictable fashion and to cope with the
everyday tasks that school boards, principals, and parents expected them to
perform: controlling student behavior, instructing heterogeneous pupils, and
sorting people for future roles in school and later life. Habitual institutional
patterns can be labor-saving devices, ways to organize complex duties. Teachers
and students socialized to such routines often find it difficult to adapt to different
structures and rules. Established institutional forms come to be understood by
educators, students, and the public as necessary features of a “real school” They
become fixed in place by everyday custom in schools and by outside forces, both
legal mandates and cultural beliefs, until they are barely noticed. They become
just the way schools are. (86)

Tyack here highlights the power of what Fairclough (1989) calls “naturalization”
that justifies and sustains certain practices in a certain society, making them seem as the
only possible ways. Naturalization usually gets enforced by dominant groups within any
society to serve the interests of those who have the power to impose and sustain certain

81

practices. In the case of the modern schooling system, Tyack mentioned a number of
reasons for such persistence of a system that appeared to many reformers as clearly
dysfunctional or at best far from being ideal. Among the reasons Tyack gives is that this
system matched the expectations of what students, teachers and the public thought to be
the defining characteristics of what ‘the real school’ is like. Participants in this study
expressed different opinions about the modern schooling system. The reactions ranged
from looking at the system as the only way of learning to criticizing it as they clearly felt
that it failed them.
Common Factors in a Shared Experience
The following factors were repeated time and time again in the interviewees’
comments on their previous experiences learning English as a foreign language in their
home countries. The data indicated that Europeans, Latin Americans, and Asians in this
study shared almost the same kind of experience. The points that the students raised in
relation to ways of learning within their prior communities of practice fall under the
following categories:
•

Teaching approach

•

Curriculum

•

Assessment Procedures

•

Teacher’s identities

•

Students’ identities

•

Relationship between learners and teachers
The previously mentioned constituents will be discussed in relation to the strategies

learners reported using in their prior language learning experiences, and which are
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believed to be generated as a result of the kinds of language practices prevalent in these
Discourses.
Curriculum
The nature of curriculum seems to have had some influence on the kinds of
strategies used in learners’ previous experiences. Among the factors mentioned in
students’ interviews regarding curriculum are: the pressure of time, and the need for the
teacher to finish by a specific time, a curriculum that is pre-set and that is not based on
learners’ needs. They also mentioned that it is sequential and that students don’t
participate in decision making as to what to learn. Its main focus is on teaching rules of
grammar. The common teaching method is lecture which means few chances if any for
cooperation. Also it does not give students glimpses of the culture. So it is based on the
assumption that language and culture are separate entities.
Listening to learners’ voices expressing their views on what was happening in their
English classrooms and why, gives us some idea on the kinds of strategies that were
required and fostered as a result of the nature of the curriculum and the methodology
used in learners’ prior communities of practice.
Pre-set Curriculum and Inactive Learners. Language learning is based on a
textbook that is pre-determined by a higher authority, usually the Department of
Education. The centralized curriculum is reported in most learners’ comments, European
and Latin American students were no exception of this rule. Garrett (1985: 121) describes
the curricula framework in Peruvian education as follows “Most of the basic organization
is laid down by the Department of Education, and as with any centralized system this
provides for a considerable degree of uniformity.” That was the case in most school
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systems from which the participants graduated (Price, 1977, Corbett and Moon, 1996,
Garrett, 1985, Lawlor, 1985, Brooke, 1985).
The curriculum is followed sequentially regardless of students’ needs and interests.
It assumes that all learners have the same pace, and ignores individual differences, and
diversity among learners. This also results in inactive learners, as they know that their
role is to absorb a predetermined curriculum that they can’t really change, and that is not
pertinent to them or their needs. This results in students’ passivity.
Josephine (Brazil): At home there was a certain formula. The teacher explains the rule...
This class and Glynn’s they give what the student want to study, but in my country we
study sequential. The teacher and the students don ’t select the topic that he is going to
teach. But here the school gives what the student wants to study. It’s different.
What the learners describe here is part of the modern schooling Discourse, which
was referred to earlier. In the modern schooling discourse, the curriculum is preset,
learners didn’t have a say as to what to learn and how to learn it. So again their identity in
relationship to that of the teacher’s is repository, whereby the teacher is the main source
of information, if not the only one.
Overloaded Curriculum and Overcrowded Classroom. Due to the overloaded
curriculum and the large number of students, the teacher didn’t seem to have much of a
choice as he was mainly preoccupied with his goal of finishing the curriculum by a
specific time. So in that case students’ questions were not encouraged, as they could, if
they exceeded a certain limit, stand in the way of achieving the teacher s goal of finishing
the curriculum on time. Students on their part know that and their understanding of the
teacher’s burden compels them to forget about some questions that might seem
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unimportant. The second option was to visit the teacher’s office after class to clarify a
point or ask questions. This ritual was expressed several times in students’ interviews.
Lu (Korean): There is no time to discuss something. There is a special.special topic for
today. So teacher should finish that topic or that chapter because we have a very big
exam, an entrance exam to the college and all the studies oriented for the exams. If you
want to go to the college.... And the education department ask the teacher to finish the
chapter. So they have no chance to let the students talk a lot.
This approach dives the attention to the multiple Discourses that learners may draw on
within the same culture to get a different result.
Davina (Chinese): After class only you can ask teacher if you have many questions. You
can go to teacher’s office. Then you can ask.
G: Does the teacher tell you that?
D: Yes, after class.
G: Do you think this is because of time limit?
D: Yes, the time limit and the teacher has to do many things. She must finish. So if you
have many questions. Because in my country the class is big yes 40 students. So if each
student has two questions, 40 students has 80 questions (laughter).
G: Did that affect you at the beginning, did you feel shy to ask the teacher here?
D: Yeah, but I started asking.
Focus on the Linguistic Aspects at the expense of the Social: Different Reactions.
Widdowson, (1983, 44) argues, “if acquisition of standard English is seen as the
privileged goal of the class, as is often the case, writing or composing is likely to be
perceived by student and teacher alike as a practice activity as a “language exercise”
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rather than as a social activity. What Widdowson suggests here is that by focusing on
language as a system, for example by emphasizing rules of grammar, the social value of
language learning will be undermined. One could imagine how social and communication
strategies in a classroom that highlights the linguistic value of the language would be.
Due to students’ apprenticeship in the modern system which was characterized by a
preset curriculum that focused mainly on grammatical rules, introduced in a sequential
fashion, regardless of students’ levels or needs, some students came to the second
language classroom expecting the same thing. Some of them were disappointed that they
did not find the same emphasis on grammar. That was expressed in learners’ attempts to
compensate for that by resorting to grammar books or joining other classes that focus on
grammar. So, for them that was the conversation class and the other one is the grammar
class. In the interviews, learners talked about studying grammatical rules as the right way
to learn to speak good English.
G: Is it very important for you to know grammar?
I: Da (Yes, in Russian). Yes I want to speak good English, not broken English. Now 1
speak broken English and I would like to speak right English, good English.
G: And grammar helps you to do that? So it’s not enough for you to listen to the way they
talk...
I: (interrupting): Not enough for me. I must know. I must know. Iam scientist. I must
know all (laughing). I must understand and 1 must know. It’s very important for me...
When I asked Iwona what she does when she has a question related to the language, she
said, I ask my daughter. It is easier for me because she explains for me in Russian first
and then in English. It’s much easier for me when she speaks first in Russian. Therefore I
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like these textbooks and Elina Davidova, because this is English- Russian. And the video
grammar is very systematic. We don’t have systematic grammar in class. And we have
systematic grammar here.
G: It’s a different way of teaching, developing your ear for the language without
emphasizing rules of grammar?
I: I am not child. I have to know grammar. If I was child, I can learn English without
grammar. I have children textbook without grammar. Without grammar, I can ’t write and
speak right. I know subject, predicate, object, and I know order of sentence.
Iwona represents the extreme attitude of wanting grammar and wanting to check
every word in the dictionary that she wouldn’t come to class without, no matter how hard
Jane tries. Iwona’s words represent her perceptions of the ways adults learn versus
children. These views were fostered in the language classrooms she attended in Russia,
studying English or German. This is how she learned and she thinks it is the only way
adults can learn.
There are other students in the class who expressed similar ideas in various degrees.
Students’ need for a structure and respect for the teacher who knows it all reflects the
influence of prior experiences. This corresponds to what Tyack (1995) called the
structure of the ‘real school’. Anything that goes against the expected structure raises
some questions and sometimes resentment among some learners.
However, Iwona and Catherine’s attitudes were not representative of the classroom
as a matter of fact, that was the attitude of a handful of learners and the majority of the
class, I would say were very happy with the way the class is structured and the
methodology and content. They were generally happy about the progress they made in
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relation to their communication skills, comprehension skills and their ability to use new
vocabulary in different contexts. Here is an example of a student from Ukraine, which
represents the typical views of those whom I would like to refer to as ‘the happy
campers’ in the class. Those who feel fulfilled and who are thrilled by the way the
classroom was structured and the teacher’s methods of interaction. In short those who
feel that the classroom is helping them develop their language abilities.
Elina: Actually, I started to speak English only when I started to take Holyn 's class. And
the difference is that in the class, we try to speak, to improve speaking, not to think hard
how to use grammar, how to use tense, just to speak. And I think it's really very useful.
G: When you speak in Holynn ’s class, do you worry about grammar?
E: No, not at all. Because when I try to think about grammar, I usually I am confused.

As we can see from the learner’s comments, not all learners reacted the same way.
Some learners were happy with the way the class was structured. The reasons behind this
satisfaction, as learners expressed in their interviews, are traced to their ability to see the
progress they are making since they joined the class. They knew the class was different
from any other class they had been to, but they knew that the old system was not helping
them. So those learners who were happy with the class were the learners who were
critical of the traditional ways into which they were apprenticed. Thus they were more
willing to make changes in order to cope with the requirements of the new Discourse.
i

Those who expressed their need for more grammar or more structure made progress and
coped with classroom requirements and expectations as well. However, they believed
they needed to keep their old ways, which resulted in a blend of strategies tor coping with
the new environment in addition to strategies that they personally need to keep as they
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believed this is what works best for them. The results were hybrid strategies. Solsken,
Willett, and Wilson-Keenan (2000, p. 181) refer to hybridity, “as an inherent feature of
negotiation across differences, offers the possibility- though not the promise- of
disrupting dominant relations in classrooms and constructing new practices that are more
equitable.”
The Use of Native Language to Teach Target Language. The other point iwona
raised was her need to listen to the meaning in her native language, Russian first.
Translation and using a Russian/ English dictionary are the result of a teaching method
that uses one’s native language to explain the target language. From what learners said in
the interviews, the use of native language to explain English seems to be common in the
language communities of practice the participants experienced in their home countries.
Native language use leads students like Iwona to use videotapes that explain English
grammar and vocabulary in Russian. Feeling more comfortable asking her daughter
questions as she explains to her in Russian first. Writing the words in one’s native
language is the direct outcome of a methodology that uses one’s native language to
explain another. Students are used to knowing the meaning in their native language. This
is what they mean when they say, “I need to know the exact meaning.” Many learners
expressed their need to know the exact meaning, which resulted in learners sneaking the
dictionary into the classroom or resorting to it at home in spite of teacher’s instructions
not to do so. Using a native language/ English dictionary is believed to be the result of
this way of teaching. By the exact meaning they mean its equivalent in their native
language. So referring to most learners’ notes show that they write the meaning of the
words in their native language (translation). A strategy that becomes less and less
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commonly used as their English improves. Transliteration is also observed especially
when students are new to the class, it’s their way of remembering the way it is
pronounced in English by writing its pronunciation in their native language. However, as
usual not all students react the same way. Here is Elina’s reaction, a Ukrainian student, to
the use of native language to teaching English,
G: Back in Ukraine, when you asked a question to the teacher, was it in Ukrainian or in
English ?
E: It was in Ukrainian. And 1 think it’s also mistake, because to learn some kind of
language using different language is not very good.
G: But it was used?
E: Yes, I think because our teachers usually use it, their English is not good enough to
speak English one hour, two hour.
Elina attributes teachers’ use of native language to explain English to a lack of
confidence on the teachers’ part in their proficiency in English. So teacher training plays
a part and seems to influence the amount and quality of English used by teachers in the
participants’ home countries. This point was raised in a number of interviews with the
students and seems to require more research.
Separation of Language and Culture. Another point that is related to the use of
native language to explaining the target language is the separation of language and
culture as it deals with the linguistic system as a system that needs to be learned in
isolation from any cultural beliefs. This usually results in students learning rules of
grammar, but not rules of language use, which explains learners’ frustration at the
beginning as they were not able to apply the rules of the language they thought they
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learned to everyday situations. This is pertinent to the famous distinction introduced by
Ferdinand De Saussure between langue and parole , which Chomsky refers to as
‘language competence’ versus ‘language performance.’ Most learners in this study
learned rules of language, that is langue’ or ‘competence’ rather than rules of language
use that is ‘parole’ or ‘performance’. Most of them displayed a relatively good grasp of
the structures of the language as a theoretical system. However, their awareness of rules
of language use did not seem to be nearly as close.
“We didn’t study about the culture. We only studied grammar.” One learner said.
So learners’ social, compensation and communication strategies practically started
to develop and flourish in this second language classroom in which they learned how to
deal with breakdowns in a conversation, how to initiate asking and answering questions,
contribute to classroom discussions, and make up for lack of needed vocabulary, etc.
Assessment Procedures and Content
Elton and Laurillard (1979: 100) state that, “The quickest way to change student
learning is to change the assessment system” (Cited in Watkins and Biggs, 1996: 159).
Working towards the Exam. Mary: We don’t have to practice a lot. And we use
the textbook and we just read and memorize to take a test. We didn ’t focussed on
speaking or listening. We only focussed on grammar, and to gain higher grade
(laughing) in English test, you know what I mean. We have several kind of test, most of
them are multiple choice. Some are write and it is based on the textbook. So we have to
read the book and memorize. Sometimes it works, sometimes it’s very effective way for
many students, comparing the situation. I mean considering all situation, it was very
effective, sometimes.

91

In her comments on the differences between the way she learned English in her
home country Ukraine and her classroom in the States, Elena says, Absolutely different.
Here for example is much more free to speak and also to do mistakes. Because for
example, I knew that I must pass five class or at least four class in all my classes in my
country because I wanted to go to university. And at that point I couldn ’t,1 must have
good grades for my school. So when I was not sure that 1 don’t have any mistakes,
probably for me it was better not to say anything (she laughs). The influence of the exam,
in terms of its nature and its importance in learners’ lives, on student learning was a
recurrent theme that was repeatedly mentioned in learners comments on their experience
learning English back home and in the United States. Catherine from China asserts, And I
think English education in China is different. We just do something required because we
are getting examination. But now we have to learn because we have to use it. So it's more
interesting.
Focusing on the test and the fear of getting low grades pushed learners to develop
an attitude, which could be briefly summarized as ‘better safe than sorry’. So learners
preferred to remain silent if they were not sure of the correct answers. Resorting to
silence and frantically monitoring one’s output is a strategy that is nurtured by a system
that focuses on the product rather than the process. Unlike what most studies advocate
silence versus volatility is a situated practice that gets established and nurtured in the
classroom environment that could be too threatening to allow students’ unmonitored talk
rather than an attribute that could be traced to certain ethnic backgrounds.
Biggs and Tang (1996: 167) in a study that examined how Hong Kong students
cope with assessment, contend, “Conventional methods of assessment generally push in a
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quantitative direction. In fact, the longer many students are exposed to institutional
learning, the more surface and less deep-oriented their approaches to learning
become....”
So using activity theory to interpret the relationship between assessment systems
and learners’ behaviors, in learner’s prior experiences, the socioculturally situated motive
is to pass the exam and get high grades, an aim that is achieved through finding ways to
meet test requirements. The level of operations is the kinds of strategies that best help
learners get good grades.
Cooperation or Cheating?! Assessment seems also to affect how much
cooperation there is in the class. As exams mean a great deal to students, competition
rather than cooperation predominates traditional language classrooms.
Wenger (1998: 239) gives an example to illustrate that cooperation as opposed to
competition is enforced through the system itself. She gives examples from the claims
processor practice. “The fact that there is no competition for advancement among claims
processors- that everybody can advance up to “level 8” without a selective mechanism of
competition for a restricted number of positions- may well be a crucial aspect of the job.
It creates a collaborative atmosphere...”
Due to the fact that in the communities of practice most participants were
apprenticed into assessment usually measures individual performance, the value of
cooperation is undermined in that environment. Competition is the rule as the effort is
evaluated according to individual contribution. So the whole system discourages
cooperation.
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Test grades are given to individual learners and they measure their individual
performance. So cooperation is not rewarded. Actually, the opposite holds true, as in this
kind of Discourse students talking to each other is considered noise that indicates a bad
learner s identity. Asking about content could be considered cheating, or at best a waste
of time.
Monique, a French student, resented another student’s attempt to see what she was
doing when the teacher asked students to listen to a song and fill in the blanks in the
worksheet she distributed. In spite of the fact that there was no indication on the teacher’s
part that learners have to work on the song individually, Monique looked at Doris with
anger trying to hide the words from her. This issue was brought up in the interview that I
had with Monique. She sarcastically imitated Doris, and told me, “if you do this in
France, out...” When I said to her, “but you could have worked on it together, especially
that Jane didn’t forbid you from cooperating.” She answered, “No I need to work on it by
myself in order to learn. Maybe later I could work with her, but first I need to work by
myself.” What Monique said reflects some common reactions associated with exam
values related to modern schooling.
This is consistent with what Osborn and Broadfoot (1995) observed, “The typical
approach in French classrooms was to encourage pupils to work on their own without
helping each other. Sometimes children were told to work with satchels on the desk
between them to hide their work from other children” (In Corbett and Moon, 1995: 245).
This Student’s reaction is obviously a behavior that was encouraged by the learner’s
prior experience learning in her home country. Other students from Russia, China, and
Argentina expressed the same concepts. Looking at the literature, it seems that the
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educational systems of all the participants shared the same assessment system, which is
characterized by an emphasis on the product rather than the process and on rewarding
individual work. Wenger (1998, p. 3) criticizes most institutionalized teaching and
testing, saying “To assess learning we use tests with which students struggle in one-on
one combat, where knowledge must be demonstrated out of context, and where
collaborating is considered cheating.”
The major points mentioned in relation to the role of assessment in determining
students strategies are as follows: Teachers expect learners to master the skills of the
exam which is focused mainly on measuring students ability to recall and apply
grammatical rules. The participants indicated in the interviews that in order to get good
grades they needed to memorize new vocabulary and rules of grammar. Repetition is
reported as one of the common strategies to which learners and teachers apprenticed in
this Discourse that students thought would help achieve that goal.
Teacher’s Evaluation and Risk -taking. Most students’ comments indicated that
they were constantly held back by their fear of making mistakes. So students preferred to
remain silent rather than taking a risk asking questions that might affect their evaluation.
In that situation, what Gee (1999) terms ‘political building’ is reflected in the relationship
between the teacher and the students, which is mainly hierarchical, based on fear of
teacher’s evaluation. This usually does not encourage students to take many risks and
appears to give rise to more self-monitoring, avoidance, and focus on form rather than
meaning.
Students’ performance is measured by test scores. Tests mainly measure students’
ability to recall and apply grammatical rules. So students’ interactions among peers and
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with the teacher does not count as a criterion for measuring students’ achievement.
V

Consequently, students prefer to be safe than sorry. So if they were not sure they had the
right answer, they wouldn’t take the risk of speaking.
For students to master the test skills, master grammatical rules, the best way to
achieve this is by being attentive in class, memorizing grammatical rules for later recall,
and doing drills (not functional practice).
A centralized system in which tests are dictated by a certain sector in the society is
responsible for preparing exams according to certain standards, which reflect a whole
ideological system. Major tests like the ones some students were discussing are major
events in students’ lives as they would determine which college they could attend. These
tests are not prepared with individual students in mind, as they are the same for all
students in that grade level. Working towards the exam is believed to have a great impact
on students’ learning strategies. Students reported trying to memorize rules of grammar
and to master every skill that enables them to get good grades, and to avoid any risk that
might jeopardize their grades. The objective here was not to learn the language or to
improve their language abilities rather to get high grades, which urged students to use
totally different strategies. This is consistent with what Etienne (1998) proposed, that
behaviors are constructed within the communities of practice in which they take place.
Assessment, Repetition and Rote Learning. Arguments that tend to associate
‘surface strategies’, such as rote learning with certain cultures are not unusual. However,
some researchers provide a counter argument to such allegations. In his article “Western
Misconceptions of the Confucian- Heritage Learning Culture’’, Biggs (1996: 51- 53) uses
a model that represents the relationships between the teaching context, student learning
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processes, and learning outcomes to explain the difference between surface and deep
approaches to learning. The model is called presage-process-product or 3 P model (See
appendix G). He explains that the term approach is used in two different ways: First to
mean the way a particular task is handled. This is the way Marton and Sal jo (1976) used
the term. The second meaning refers to students’ understanding of the teaching
environment, which results in a typical reaction. He says that using the systems model, an
approach would be the student’s way of coping with the environment. He uses the
systems model to compare Confucius Heritage with Western cultures’ student use of
what is called ‘surface’ versus ‘deep’ strategies. Biggs contends that ‘deep’ and ‘surface’
meaning depends mainly on the context, the task, and the individual’s encoding of both.
The surface approach, being based on an intention that is extrinsic to the real
purpose of the task, aims to satisfice, not satisfy, task demands by investing
minimal time and effort consistent with appearing to meet requirements. A
decision to satisfice could well implicate rote learning, in which case material
would be reproduced without understanding. But a decision to ensure accurate
recall of already understood information, say for a high-stress situation such as an
examination, may also implicate learning by repetition. The first is a surface
approach, the second is not; indeed the latter could depending on context be part
of a deep or an achieving approach as it certainly appears to be in ‘deepmemorizing’ (Biggs, 1996: 53).

So according to this model, repetition doesn’t necessarily mean rote learning. Using
Biggs’ argument, a strategy is classified as surface or deep in relation to learner’s
intentions. The core of the systems theory is to interpret any action in relation to the
system of which it is part. He adds, “A student who chooses a repetitive strategy to learn
examination material after understanding it in order to optimize retrieval in the
examination context (Thomas and Bain, 1984) is likewise not using a surface approach,
but making a strategic choice.”
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Biggs concludes that it is still possible that the use of repetition is more common
among CHC (Confucius Heritage Cultures) learners as a result of traditional concepts of
learning, or the assessment systems applied, and the importance of the results, which may
have major impact on major life choices (54).
In what follows I will give examples that illustrate how some learners in this study
view repetition, useful or not, ingrained or fostered by former practices. Can it fade away
or does it persist, and whether or not this is a personal choice? Learners who believed
repetition helped them continued using it.
Davina: In our country we had textbooks about different lessons and we read and we
have to remember the vocabulary and in a test, the teacher requires us to remember the
vocabulary and translate and correct mistakes from the sentences, and many grammar
about speech, about different tense.
G: How did you help yourself remember vocabulary and study for the exam? What did
you do on your own ?
D: In our country in every lesson there is vocabulary. So the teacher asks us to write may
be one word write 5 or 6 times in notebook everyday. Then, one week or after the lesson
we were tested the vocabulary.
G: Did it help you to write the words 5 times. Did it help you remember ?
D: Yes, yes I think it’s good.
G: Do you use it here?
D (embarrassed laughter): Sometimes.
G: You do ?
Y: Yes sometimes I write it down many times to remember.
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G: Do you think that Jane encourages you to put it in a sentence so that you will
remember it in context?
D: I think putting it in a sentence useful. It helps me to memorize the word and 1 think this
is more helpful because I not only know the meaning but / can use it.

This excerpt reflects the learner’s views of repetition as a strategy that she thought
to be helpful in remembering vocabulary for later recall. However, she also notices the
importance of contextual use of the word. She uses both. This reflects how learners don’t
just abandon their old strategies for new ones, rather they use a blend of both as long as
they prove useful to their purposes. This shows the role apprenticeship plays in shaping
learners’ habits. However, longitudinal studies that last over a long period of time are
believed to be helpful in tracing learners’ behaviors in the long run and illustrating
whether or not some strategies will just give way to others.
Teacher’s Identity
The literature seems to support the notion that a teacher’s identity derives from two
main sources. First, teachers’ perceptions of what their role is, a perception that comes
from their understanding of what constitutes good learning, which is reflected in the
teaching strategies they adopt. The second source is usually dictated by the academic
institution in which learning takes place, needless to say, that gets influenced by larger
ideologies that exist in the society at large and on the local level in particular. This
derives the attention to the importance of looking at teacher’s identity within the context
in which it is defined. The aims that teachers have for their students define what they
should do in order to achieve them. This defines teacher’s roles, students’ roles and the
kind of language practices expected in this particular setting.
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In a study that compares the educational system in France and England, Sharpe
(1996. 249) found out that teachers in the two countries seemed to have completely
different teaching ideologies, which was expressed in their definition of their professional
responsibility. He contends that, “French teachers believe strongly in the need for a
national curriculum as the basis for equality and unity in their society. More immediately
however, they feel an overwhelming pressure to meet the attainment targets laid down for
children by the end of the year.”
On his comments on what he thought his role is, a French teacher said, “Make sure
that my pupils acquire the knowledge and skills appropriate to the level of the class and
to ensure their passage to the next class. Not to do so would be a professional and
personal failure. One is always responsible for a child’s failure, whatever the extenuating
circumstances. ” Sharpe concludes,
that strong sense of obligation to equip children with the skills and knowledge
expected from a particular year grade so that they will not be forced to ‘redouble’
is the source of much of the conformity, the emphasis on rote learning, the
didactic teaching methods, and the lack of response to perceived variations in
pupil needs identified in our observations (Sharpe, 1996: 249).

In what follows I will give examples of learners’ perceptions of teacher’s identity in
this study. I will also explore where it might have come from:
One participant mentioned in the interview how her previous teachers knew all
rules of grammar. She described the other teacher, as ‘a real teacher . As she said, you
can trust that she knows everything.
As I observed this classroom for a while, I know that this language classroom the
interviewee referred to could be described as didactic, and the teacher is authoritative to a
considerable extent. However, learner’s comfort with the teacher’s style could be
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explained perhaps in terms of the resemblance between the structure of this classroom,
the methodology and the relationship between the teacher and the learners to the kind of
classroom the learner was apprenticed into. The learner’s comment reflects an ideology
that gives high respect to teachers as authority figures due to their knowledge. In spite of
the fact that the teacher of the second language classroom in the language Institute
explained rules of grammar from time to time as a response to students’ requests, some of
the learners did not feel that that was enough. This could be due to the inconsistency of
its delivery as well as the way it was presented which did not match some learners’
schema of how a grammar lesson should be taught.
Learner’s Identity
Learners in the modem Discourse of schooling don’t really have much of a choice
when it comes to their role as it is predetermined and defined for them from the top. All
they have to do is to comply with what is expected of them. This role was very common
in what the participants reported about their experience in public schools. Learners within
this Discourse were not expected to contribute much to their own learning, as they were
mainly recipients. Therefore, there was not much negotiation and teacher’s authority was
dominating most classroom practices. Wenger argues that
“we not only produce our identities through the practices we engage in, but we also
define ourselves through practices we do not engage in. Our identities are constituted not
only by what we are but also by what we are not.... In other words, non-participation is,
in a reverse kind of fashion, as much a source of identity as participation” (1998, p. 164).
Catherine does not want to learn from other students. The reason she provides for
that is that she doesn’t understand their accent. They can also make mistakes. She wants
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to learn from the teacher. This derives from a concept of the teacher as the one
responsible for teaching, and learners as receptacles of information. Thus, learners
shouldn’t teach each other.
Catherine: I ask the teacher.
G: How about your classmates?
C: / prefer to ask teacher.
G: Why?
C: Because the accent is sometimes hard to understand. If I ask another people, it’s not
so clear. Sometimes the words other students can explain and may be it's correct. Some
words they can’t.
G: How about in the vocabulary cards activity?
C: I don ’t like this one.
G: Why don’t you like it?
C: I like teacher to explain more in different situations. Then we practice.
G: Don ’t you find it useful to practice by yourself and try to make guesses and ask
another student before going to the teacher?
C: I don’t know. I don ’t like that.
G: Why?
C: It's not helpful. I think it takes too much time.
G: Did you write in your log that you don’t like it?
C: Yes
G: So you prefer that the teacher explains it and puts it in a sentence?

102

C: And may be one student make a sentence or more students and teacher corrects. So we
can learn more in a short time. If we break into small groups, it's a lot of time.
G: During this activity do you try to make guesses more when she explains?
C: I try to make a guess, but I think most useful is when teacher explains and corrects.
We can 't be teachers. I think it's very helpful to understand one word in different
sentences, different situations.
G: And you don ’t do that during the activity by yourself?
C: In Japan and in China, teaching is one word and 5 sentences, different situations
because in the dictionary there are so many meanings.
G: Do you use English- English dictionary or English- Chinese?
C: English- Chinese.
G: What if you are not sure of the meaning of one word, do you ask Jane?
C: Yes, I ask Jane. The best thing about this class is that I can ask questions because
sometimes look up dictionary I can't understand exactly. So I think I ask the teacher
questions the best benefit of this English class. So I don't like practice with students. We
can practice by ourselves. So I just want to ask the teacher questions and teach
something we can't do at home.
Iwona had the same concerns. Class is useful for us because I can hear English, but
sometimes it's not useful because I hear foreign students speak not clearly. You know
sometimes I don't understand them.
The same ideas were expressed by the same students who wanted more grammar,
more structure to the classroom, more of the teacher’s input, concepts that were fostered
due to students’ apprenticeship in the modern schooling Discourse. The teacher s role is
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to teach and the learners’ role is to learn. The teacher is the main source of information if
not the only source. He/she is the one trusted to give knowledge because he/ she has this
knowledge and is trained to deliver it to students who need to be receptive of this
information. For them, practicing with their peers is a waste of the valuable time of the
classroom, because they can practice by themselves. Students’ claims that they can’t
understand other people’s accents is only a cover up to their true reasons, which is their
discomfort with any form of teaching and learning other than the ones in which they were
trained. For them, the ideal way of learning is the way their teachers taught them and they
feel comfortable keeping it this way.
However, as usual, this was not the only reaction as some participants had different
perceptions of their role versus that of the teacher. Looking at learners’ interviews, their
views could be explained partly in terms of the different Discourses they were exposed
to, which is that of the private language Institute that seemed to have its own
characteristics. In the language Institute’s Discourse, learners were expected to contribute
more to classroom input, more participation, more use of target language. And outside the
classroom, they were expected to do more research than they usually did in public
schools. So, in a word, more active involvement of learners was expected. This
experience of language learning shaped learners’ strategies differently. These learners,
Koreans, Iranians, or Mexicans were more active in classroom discussions and made the
transition more smoothly than students from the same cultures who didn’t have the same
kind of experience in their home countries. This finding defies the false dichotomy about
Confucius versus Socratic cultures, as Korean and Chinese students who are supposedly
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coming from so called silent cultures were very active and very eloquent and more
willing to take risks and volunteer asking and answering questions.
Relationship between Teachers and Learners: Egalitarian versus Hierarchical
The relationship between teachers and students usually take one of two forms,
egalitarian or hierarchical. However, there are varying degrees when it comes to putting
both concepts into practice. Hierarchical relationships are associated with more
traditional approaches to teaching in which the teacher has more power due to his
position and knowledge. According to this rule, then most participants came from modern
schooling systems that are characterized by hierarchical relationships.
Scollon and Scollon (1995: 129) explain differences between western and eastern
cultures, with the first usually characterized by egalitarian relationships and the latter by
hierarchical relationships. They explain this difference in the light of kinship
relationships. They contend that relationships of kinship are central to Asian cultural
relationships, which are deeply influenced by Confucianism. They contend that,” kinship
relationships emphasize that people are connected to each other by having descended
from common ancestors. In doing so, kinship relationships emphasize, first of all, that
ascending generations are before, prior to, and even superior to descending generations.
This hierarchy of relationship is emphasized by Confucius....p. 130”
Scollon and Scollon suggest that due to Asians apprenticeship in Confucius kinship
relationships, they expect all relationships to be hierarchical to some degree. They add,
“If hierarchy is not based on kinship relationship, then it is seen to be based on age,
experience, education, gender.... (130). Then they juxtapose this powerful hierarchical
collectivist system to western emphasis on individualism and egalitarianism. They state.
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“This assertion of individualism and egalitarianism may reach its extreme in North
America, but it has been at the center of political values since the eighteenth century in
European political philosophy. (131) Scollon and Scollon use the difference in
egalitarianism and hierarchy to explain differences between western and Asian’s choice
of interpersonal politeness, “with the westerner using strategies of involvement as a way
of emphasizing egalitarianism and the Asian using strategies of independence as a way of
showing deference.”
Biggs (1996) on the other hand criticizes Western views of Asian cultures and
educational systems as narrow and untrue as it uses a western perspective to interpret
Asian cultures. He emphasizes the mandate to interpret actions in the systems, of which
they are part. Biggs (1996: 55) refers to a study done by Stigler and Stevenson (1991: 43)
on a number of elementary school teachers that they observed in China, Taiwan, and
Japan. They comment that “a common Western stereotype is that the Asian teacher is an
authoritarian purveyor of information, one who expects students to listen and memorize
correct answers and procedures rather than to construct knowledge themselves. This does
not describe the dozens of elementary school teachers that we have observed.” The study
of Stigler and Stevenson indicated that the teachers they observed displayed
constructivist teaching approaches which focused on posing questions, allowing time for
reflection, and using different teaching techniques to meet individual learners’ needs.
These approaches represent progressive western approaches.
Biggs adds, “this is not to say that these teachers and schools are non¬
authoritarian. There is after all only one ‘right way’ and students must tread that path, but
it is by ‘holding the hand’, as Gardner felicitously puts it, not by ‘putting in the boot’,
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which is generally the method preferred by authoritarian westerners in the classroom”
(56).
Biggs also describes the relationship between teachers and students in modern
Chinese universities as puzzling for western observers. He says that teachers live on
campus, which encourages a lot of interaction between students and teachers outside the
classroom “and although teacher-student relations may be strongly hierarchical as
compared with these in the West, they are also typically marked by warmth and a sense
of responsibility on both sides.” Biggs describes Westerners’ views of Asian relationships
as conveying only part of the picture. He comments on Ginsberg’s (1992: 6) description
of the lecturer as “a respected elder transmitting to a subordinate junior” as perhaps right.
However, the mode of teaching, Biggs comments, does not depend only on transmission,
but “on much interaction, in a complex and not atypically warm social context” (56).
The need for a culturally specific interpretation is apparent. Interpreting Asian or
non-Asian practices through a Western eye does not do justice to those systems.
Relationships, identities and practices are part of a wider circle or circles that need to be
taken into account for a clearer picture. So the relationship between teachers and learners
in different cultures is not as simple as it might seem, as hierarchical doesn’t necessarily
mean dictatorship.
Respecting the teacher is a very hard concept to analyze in different cultures.
Trusting the teacher and deferring to him because of his knowledge is a deeply embedded
concept in the value systems of the interviewed students. Confucius Heritage Cultures
were not the only case. Students who belonged to other Asian cultures (Iran, for example)
talked about the same concept. Also Europeans repotted great respect and deference to
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the teacher’s authority as the one who has the knowledge and the means to help learners
learn. Also, students from Latin America showed great hesitation and concern when it
came to defying teachers authority.
Leticia from Argentina expressed her fear that Jane may misinterpret her attempt to
explain a grammatical rule preferring to remain silent because as she said, “she doesn’t
want to be the teacher in her own classroom.” The teacher is also aware of that and she
encourages learners to break this fear. However, she mentioned that it’s a general attitude
from the international students, and she didn’t specify that it is only Asian students. She
mentioned though that Asian students tend to be quieter than students from Latin
America or Europe. However, it seemed here a matter of degree, not an all or non¬
situation as described in most studies. As the teacher expressed her awareness of
differences that do exist among students who belong to different countries within what is
described as ‘CHC’ cultures. She said that she has students from China who are so
outgoing and outspoken. She didn’t want to fall in the trap of stereotyping.
Let us see how this gets translated in this second language setting. Do learners and
teachers apply the same model when it comes to the relationship between the teacher and
the learners, and who gets to decide that, and how is it enforced, coercion or consent
(Fairclough, 1989). In the second language classroom, the relationship between learners
and the teacher is characterized by egalitarianism that is encouraged by the ideology of
the society at large. Learners call the teacher by her first name, discussion is open, and it
is acceptable to disagree with the teacher. These are some of the tacit rules of the class.
Do learners conform to this? Unfortunately, the answer here is not a simple yes or no.
Due to the many frameworks that learners and teachers draw on, the tension between
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egalitarianism and hierarchy stays on display. Sometimes it gets highlighted and other
times it is subtle. It’s like pulling a rope with both parties pulling on both sides with
different strengths at different times. However, the kind of relationship between teachers
and students is noticeably influential. Learners’ comments on their relationship to the
teacher emphasizes its importance in students’ level of comfort regarding expressing their
views, making mistakes, taking turns, etc.
The Multiplicity of Discourses: Three Vignettes
As I mentioned before, most learners come from what is known in the literature as
the modern schooling. However, a few learners had different experiences due to their
desire to expand their language learning experiences. In what follows, I will give
examples of three learners who had different experiences learning English in their home
country and in the United States. I will also try to comment briefly on how the different
language experiences influenced the social strategies they used in the second language
classroom. This approach calls attention to the multiple Discourses that learners may
draw on within the same culture, which could eventually lead to different outcomes.
Vignette 1
As most learners in the current second language classroom, Paula, an Argentinean
student studied little English in her country only enough to pass the exam. Add to this
that she didn’t even have to go to class as her mom was an English teacher. So she
studied at home, the very simple English that was in the textbook, and passed the exam.
That was her experience of learning English. So she memorized words and rules of
grammar which was more than enough to pass the English exam. But once she learned
that she needed to travel to the United States, she started taking English lessons with a
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private tutor three months prior to her coming. The tutor’s way was different. As she said,
she was Argentinean, but her English was very good. She would give her a text, and
pictures around it, and Paula had to guess the meaning from the context. She used her
limited vocabulary to ask questions to her tutor who allowed her to use Spanish when she
didn’t know a word in English. She was not allowed to use the dictionary. Informal
conversation about a specific topic of interest helped her and let her participate and ask
questions. Congruence of the private tutor’s style with that of Holyn’s was one of the
factors that helped Paula get used to the classroom culture quickly and adapt to the
classroom expectations. She used Spanish words from time to time, and she was not
inhibited to talk in spite of her limited vocabulary. She asked the teacher a lot of
questions and used the context to help herself guess the meaning of the words she did not
know.
Vignette 2
Nahid also had a similar experience in the language Institute she joined to improve
her English after returning from the United States the first time. Taught by Iranian
teachers, who had good command of the English language, Nahid started to learn
speaking skills. They were Iranians, but they have very good accent. They never speak
Persian in the class. And even in recess time, they barely speak Persian. It was very
good...it was grammar, but more speaking. Reading a book and talk about it, asking
questions to the teacher, having conversations with the teacher and other students as we
were not allowed to use Persian, not even during recess. Nahid was one of the learners in

this classroom who felt very comfortable asking and answering questions of her teacher
and her peers, and cooperating with others.
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Vignette 3
Lu is another case of a student who coped very well with the requirements of the
current classroom. She developed excellent social skills, asking questions of the teacher
and guest speakers. She even talked live on radio in a class field trip to a radio station. Lu
is Korean. At home she said she couldn’t ask the teacher many questions. She had several
experiences learning English back home and in the United States. One of her experiences
was arranging to get together with Korean Americans. She did that to develop her
language skills. She said it was hard for her to talk to them and to initiate questions.
However, it helped her to learn about the culture and to improve her language skills. She
also tried to lighten up the stressful situation by inviting another friend or friends. She
said this was very helpful. Lu also had prior experiences in the US, as she was a student
at the University, an experience, which drove her back to the language classroom. She
said in the University class everyone’s English was much better than hers as they were all
native speakers. The intensity of the situation, and the difficult content, almost everything
in that class, made her self-conscious. She resorted to silence again this time not due to
the large number of students or the pressure of time, but it felt too uncomfortable to talk.
To borrow her words, “I don’t want to be laughed at”. However, she felt much better in a
small group. So she was able to ask questions, cooperate with her peers, but not in whole
group discussion. In the current classroom, Lu always contributed to the discussion, and
asked questions to the teacher in whole group as well as small group discussions. She
said she felt very comfortable as the teacher expected students to ask and encouraged it
by creating a safe environment. One of the factors Lu thought contributed to the safe
environment was “inviting the right people.” She meant guest speakers who are friendly,

who make learners feel that it is expected to ask questions, it is natural to make mistakes.
“There is no bad question” as the history professor who was once invited to class said.
Nahid, Paula, and Lu are case studies or examples of learners who were exposed to
different experiences that made a difference in their social strategies. (Language Institute,
private tutor, and Korean Americans). They came from different cultures. Outgoing or
not? It didn’t seem to matter. What seemed to matter in this study was their experience,
the expansion of one’s resources, which shaped their strategies.
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CHAPTER 5
THE ENCOUNTER OF MULTIPLE DISCOURSES:
NEGOTIATED STRATEGIES
Introduction
The previous chapter emphasized the influence of modern Discourses of schooling
on learners’ behaviors, expectations, and concepts about what constitutes learning and
schooling. This chapter highlights the influence of postmodernism on schooling and
literacy practices. The second language classroom observed represents literacy practices
associated with postmodernism. However, modern and postmodern Discourses were not
totally separate worlds. As a matter of fact, the opposite holds true as practices that are
associated with modern Discourses continued to display themselves in this second
language classroom, such as decision making and how it continued to be hierarchical, but
in more subtle ways. This was mainly due to institutional factors, such as having to abide
by guidelines defined by the curriculum framework. Another practice that is associated
with modern literacy Discourses was the teachers’ continuation to make decisions and to
be in control more than they were hoping for or supposed to. This practice persisted
mainly due to learners’ insistence these practices fall under the teacher’s role not the
students. Overlapping occurred and practices from both worlds were observed and at
times it was hard to draw the line between them. However, this chapter highlights the
most common language practices in this community of practice, which were clearly
influenced by postmodern Discourses.
This chapter highlights the importance of perceiving the classroom as a community
of practice that is embedded in larger social, political, institutional and historical
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ideologies that dictate its practices. The call for understanding classroom practices in the
light of the big picture imparts the need to unpack the ideologies in which they are
embedded for a deep understanding of their nature and of the Discourses that help in their
formation. It also calls for understanding power dynamics implemented and their strength
in defining and redefining rules of acceptable or favorable behavior within a certain
community of practice. For example, analyzing the influence of postmodernism and the
emergence of what is known as new capitalism with all its related values of
consumerism, fragmentation, multiplicity of identities and Discourses, and diversity over
uniformity adds to our understanding of literacy practices that are embedded in these
values. The previously mentioned values and others apparently had their influence on
educators’ perceptions of literacy practices in general and language learning in particular
which led to the emergence of new classroom practices that both reflected and
accommodated these values.
The chapter is inspired by concepts about power dynamics propagated for by
critical theorists, such as Foucault, 1972, and Fairclough, 1989). Foucault (1972, 159)
calls for a bottom up analysis of power processes, starting from the smallest operations,
suggesting that each has its own history, and its dynamics that will add to one’s
understanding had one traced their origin, and analyzed how they started, got established,
and continued to exist. He suggests that we need to “see how these mechanisms of power
have been-and continue to be-invested, colonized, utilized, involuted, transformed,
displaced, extended, etc. by ever more general mechanisms and by forms of global
domination.”
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First, I will give a brief idea about postmodernism and its major characteristics.
Secondly, how these characteristics influenced literacy practices and led to the emergence
of new forms of classroom interaction, new identities for students and teachers, new
expectations, and new academic and social goals. Thirdly, I will refer to the philosophy
of the language Institute and how it is related to a curriculum framework, set by the
Department of education, that is embedded within the values of postmodernism. The
multiple identities assigned to students and teachers as defined by the curriculum
framework, which is put forth by the state, will be defined. One aim is to indicate that
students’ needs and requests were redefined within the boundaries of this curriculum
framework, which specifies what, and how things should be done in this community of
practice. Regarding teachers, they had the right to specify their teaching philosophy, but
it had to match the Institute’s.
As I mentioned in the previous chapter, most students interviewed came from what
is described in the literature as “modern schooling”, in other words, they were trained in
this type of Discourse, which has its own characteristics (refer to chapter 4). So they
came pre-wired with certain inclinations, certain tendencies, and certain expectations as a
result of being apprenticed in that Discourse. The interaction between the different
Discourses that both teachers and students drew on will be highlighted and analyzed to
show the intricacy of all these factors. The emergence of certain learning strategies will
be explained in relation to the philosophy of the Institute which is defined in the light of a
larger ideology dictated by the state and carried out by the director of the program, its
coordinator, teachers and students. Students contributed with their own characteristics.
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and the Discourses they drew on which resulted in learners’ attempts to find ways to
cope, resist, and/or negotiate the demands of their new community.
Postmodernism and the Emergence of New Values
Harvey (1989: 39) describes the depth of the shift of cultural, social and economic
orders that accompanied the emergence of postmodernism as debatable. However, he
claims that there has been a noticeable change in all these sectors.
I don’t want to be misunderstood as claiming that there is a wholesale paradigm
shift of the cultural, social, and economic orders; any such claim would be
overblown. But in an important sector of our culture there is a noticeable shift in
sensibility, practices and discourse formations which distinguishes a post-modern
set of assumptions, experiences and propositions from that of a preceding period
(Harvey, 1989: 39).

Hassan (1975, 1985) draws a number of distinctions between modernism and
postmodernism. The following are a few selected examples that could be pertinent to
literacy practices.
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Table 1. Schematic Differences between Modernism and Postmodernism

Modernism

Postmodernism

Form (closed)

Antiform (open)

Design

Chance

Hierarchy

Anarchy

Finished work

Process/ performance

Distance

Participation

Centering

Dispersal

Selection

Combination

Origin

Difference

Determinacy

Indeterminacy

Transcendence

Immanence

Source: Hassan (1985, 123-4)
These dichotomies, in spite of their limitations, reflects how people’s thoughts and
concepts have undergone great shift from looking for a finished, unified, consistent,
determined, centered work to a more open-ended, chaotic, multiple, undetermined, and
dispersed one. The new concepts were accompanied with new needs, and new practices.
Literacy is no longer preparing the individual for an industrial society. Luke(2001: 6)
suggests in his comparison between Discourses associated with modernism versus those
associated with postmodernism that “if indeed the education of empire had prepaied one
to be a colonial subject, the modernist education system ...prepares and constructs the
dispositions of the industrial subject: behaviorally skilled, ideologically tolerant,
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economically patient, and motivated by a will to capital and the maintenance of stable
community and nuclear family — He adds that postmodernism was accompanied by
new challenges, new uncertainties, and new workers, which replaced the job-for-life, a
state funded retirement, and the security of learning certain skills, which used to
guarantee an employment for life. What Luke describes here reflects the changes that
took place in the society, which mandated equal changes in preparing individuals for a
basically different society. This view pinpoints the reciprocity between larger ideologies
in the society and literacy practices. Adopting this view calls for changing the perception
of language learning strategies from a fixed cognitive process that is unchangeable
throughout learners’ lives to a situated process that takes its shape from the context in
which it occurs, which is embedded in larger systems in the society at large.
As a result of the changes that took place in all sectors of the society, the need for
preparing individuals that could cope with these transformations was apparent. As usual,
literacy was the first place to start. So instead of preparing an individual that could
function in an industrial society, the need has become to prepare individuals that could
live in a very diverse society, that accepts differences, a world where advancements in
communication made geographical boundaries almost disappear. This individual is
expected to master the new practices associated with globalization. He is no longer in
need of somebody to teach her/him information, but to facilitate access to this
information. This individual is no longer in need of practices that help him/her learn facts
by heart for later recall, instead he/she needs to learn the skills required to research and to
become a life long learner. As a result of the abundance of knowledge and the various
resources that one could draw information from, critical thinking has become a basic skill

that every learner needs to develop. As a result of the sense of open-endedness, the doors
to creativity opened. The dissolution of hierarchies led to questioning the authority, and
questioning the status quo. The absence of security and certainty led to the emergence of
new values such as competition and the like.
Ideologies Prevalent in the ESL Literacy Profession
How did the emergence of new values influence the second language classroom?
Luke (2001, 7) contends that “the shift out of a Fordist economy and social order has
made cultural and linguistic diversity a focal policy issue....”
Embracing diversity led to an increase in the programs and funds allocated for
teaching English to speakers of other languages. However, these programs had different
rationale for teaching English.
Rodby (1992: 41) suggests that in the field of ESL there are different, usually
contradictory positions and approaches that are mainly justified by ESL educators as
‘“scientifically based” on the principles of structural linguistics. Instead, she suggests that
their approaches are influenced in the first place by political and ideological positions.
Rodby (1992:30) suggests that there are two main views on ESL literacy which
explain the prevalent approaches adopted in this profession: the universalist and ethnicist.
Rodby uses the myth of the tribe of Shem to explain these approaches. The myth goes
that the tribe was punished for its arrogance as they attempted to build a tower to reach
the heavens. The myth says that the tribe’s punishment was to “inhabit linguistically
distinct communities.” Thus, from a universalist point of view “the world’s multiplicity
of languages is a punishment and a curse.” Those who adopt this point of view, says
Rodby, justify trying to impose English as a “world’ or “international language by the
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need to retrieve the lost universal language, which will bring back full and complete
understanding. This logic, adds Rodby, is used as a rationale for teaching ESL. “To the
extent that English does mediate global communication, English becomes an analogue of
a lost, original, and universal language.” As from the ethnicist point of view, the tribe of
Shem built the tower to force the world to speak its language by means of hegemony
(Derrida, 1985, 101). Those who believe in this point of view, says Rodby (1992: 34),
think that “ESL literacy practices result from the other dominating “us”.... Rodby
suggests that the ethnicist and universalist ideological stances are not mutually exclusive.
She says that ESL literacy often adopts terms and at times “conflicting conclusions from
both points of view.”
Rodby argues that control and freedom are important issues that always raise
questions in the ESL literacy. These terms, she says, are in alignment with the ethnicist’s
viewpoint which is based on the assumption that one group possesses the language.
Therefore, this group has more power by which they impose their language and
consequently control ‘the other’, who are the second language users (Rodby, 1992).
There are many forms of imposing ones power, some of which are very subtle or masked.
Robert Kaplan pinpointed a more subtle form of control, which is challenging the
authority of the ESL writer. He maintained that “it is necessary for the nonnative speaker
learning English to master the rhetoric of the English paragraph” but “creativity and
imagination” were not to be the concern of the ESL literacy class. “The English class
must not aim too high” “imitation... is the sought aim” (1966, 1972, 261) (Rodby, 41).
This argument, Rodby suggests, is used to justify “limiting if not controlling what the
student is allowed to write”. Consequently, if anyone has the right to control, it follows
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that the native speakers are the ones expected to decide “who can use it and how it should
be used.” So it is the teacher, not the ESL learner who decides how, where, and when io
use English. As it is assumed that “the linguist and educator know best”.
Now it is time to step into the classroom and see how adopted approaches that
sprang from prevalent ideological stances were translated into new goals, classroom
practices, and identities that are supposed to help prepare students for a new world.
Institute’s Philosophy (Connection Building)
Moving from the ideologies and values related to postmodernism and the
Discourses operating in the language teaching profession towards a closer look at the
second language classroom observed and its philosophy of teaching helps us see the
connection between what happens in the society at large and specific literacy practices.
When I met with the coordinator of the program, we discussed the philosophy and
how it was set as a result of teamwork among the program director, the coordinator, and
the teachers. This, the program coordinator says, happens in the light of the state
requirements, which are defined by the curriculum framework. This process with all its
participants clarifies the multiple levels the participants of the program have to put in
mind when selecting the Institute’s philosophy. Rodby (1992:41) suggests that in spite of
educators claims that ESL literacy practices are based on scientific rules of linguistics,
the truth of the matter is that the decisions are highly political and ideological. So the
teachers are free to choose what they think is effective, but their freedom stops at the
borders of the curriculum framework which defines the expectations, processes and
goals. When I asked the program coordinator what if the teacher did not agree with the
philosophy, she said that the goals and expectations are made clear in the interviews. And
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it becomes obvious for prospected candidates that we are looking for people who can
carry out the philosophy and fulfil the required goals. She adds that during her visits to
classes she sees that the teacher applies what she said she would in the interview. So if
for example the teacher had emphasized in the interview that she believed in the
importance of peer collaboration, but in actuality she lectured most of the time, she would
be required to provide an explanation. And if the mismatch between the Institute’s
philosophy and the teacher’s persisted, it might result in the teacher being asked to leave.
It is important to acknowledge the role of the Institute in dictating a framework
within which teachers work. In spite of the fact that every teacher contributes to the
classroom with her/his own style, ideas and background, teachers in the Institute know
that they have to abide by its policy. The philosophy adopts the tenets of the holistic
approach to language teaching. (See appendix D for more details about the philosophy of
the Institute). Rules are made clear to teachers in many forms, orally in the form of
regular meetings and supervision of some classes from time to time followed by meetings
with the program coordinator who makes suggestions for improvement. In addition
informal peer observation gives fellow teachers a chance to observe and comment on
each other’s work in a less stressful and informal fashion. Other forms of making the
rules clear are in writing, by giving handouts that emphasize the rules and clarify any
additions or changes that take place. Reviewing the concepts expressed in the philosophy
gives an idea about the culture of the classroom and the meanings established in it.
The philosophy details the roles of students, the teacher’s, as well as concepts on
language learning that give rise to certain types of practices. It also defines the kind of
relationships expected among teachers and learners in that context which is governed by
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the professional Discourses operating in this second language classroom. The philosophy
also defines the cultural models on which the classroom is based and underlines the basic
relationship between the culture of the classroom, as a micro organization that reflects a
broader and much larger philosophy, and that of the Institute. Understanding those
meanings helps us understand the kinds of strategies expected in that particular setting
and tenets that foster them.
Views on Language Learning in this Particular Setting
Diaz, Moll, and Mehan (1986: 191- 192) emphasize that context-free explanations
do not lead to solutions to particular problems. Instead, teachers should look for contextspecific answers. They claim that “at the heart of the context-specific approach is the
study of the actual process of interaction between individuals and their environment, not
just a measure of the products of interaction” (Cited in Freeman & Freeman, 1994: 315). .
Looking closely at the classroom and the patterns of interaction that take place in it is key
to a deep understanding of learners’ strategies.
According to the philosophy of the Institute, the following views on language
learning are adopted in this second language classroom:
•

Language is easier to learn when it is kept whole and context- embedded.

•

Students’ needs and interests are accommodated.

•

Learning needs to be fun.

•

Authentic use of language is encouraged.

•

The use of extralinguistic and linguistic cues, i.e. pictures, gestures, role plays,
constitute an important part of the learning process.

•

Teaching involves constructing meaning using all available cues.
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•

Language learning is a social activity that requires interaction.

•

It builds on what students know.

•

There has to be faith in learner (all students can learn- ail students bring prior
knowledge- give and take of mutual respect between students and teacher.

•

Oral and written language are acquired simultaneously.
Raising students’ awareness of the cultural models of the classroom and the

meanings associated with learning in that particular context helps learners to understand
rules of acceptable behavior in this setting. Eventually, they understand what is expected
of them in that community of practice and they follow the rules unless they decide
intentionally or unintentionally to do otherwise. Due to learners’ varied experiences, they
learn to cope with the different communities of practice in which they participate, each of
which has its own rules that could sometimes be in opposition to each other. This is what
Gee (1999) refers to as mastering multiple social languages that people apply in different
contexts. These unwritten rules are part of the contract. Accepting to be in one
community of practice or another implies indirectly that members will abide by its rules.
Negotiating the rules or attempting to change them is also related to the rules of that
community of practice; it is decided by how much freedom or choice is given to learners,
and how much space they have for negotiation.
This is another aspect of the Discourse, which Gee (1999) terms the political task.
How social goods are distributed in any particular Discourse, be it status, freedom ot
speech, or others. It is also one of the unwritten, yet apparent rules in any Discourse. It
does not take students long to figure out what sorts of behavior are expected and accepted
in this context.
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Unlike the typical experience, which most learners had in their home countries, this
classroom embraces a progressive holistic approach to language teaching and learning. In
other words, in this second language classroom, it is assumed that students are at the
center of the learning process, the curriculum is based on learners’ needs and interests.
Language is kept whole, and learners are active participants in their learning as they are
expected to participate in every way: building the curriculum, evaluating classroom
practices and materials, contributing to classroom discussions, self-assessment, etc. As I
mentioned before, most students came to this class with different notions about language
learning and teaching. Sometimes, this difference in perspective resulted in some
negotiations and/or resistance on the students’ part. Examples of differences between
learners’ notions of what constitutes learning and those of the teacher’s are as follows:
Whereas learners looked at learning as a language exercise that gets enhanced by learning
grammatical rules, and language drills, learning in this class is based on the notion of
learning as a social activity that gets developed and improved through social interaction.
For example, one of the reasons, which might have driven Iwona, a Russian student, to
withdraw from social activities, could be attributed to her contention that social events
are not part of learning. To her, learning is sitting in class and learning from the teacher
mainly about rules of grammar because this is associated with her concept of what real
school is.
Drawing on Vygotsky and Bakhtin’s theories of language learning ( 1981, 164)
language is constructed on the social plane first, then the psychological one. This second
language classroom embraced this notion of language learning as a social practice. Thus,
students interaction with one another was important. Going on field trips, inviting guest
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speakers, having different social activities, such as birthday parties, going to a coffee
shop or a restaurant, where every time a student takes turn placing an order constituted a
big part of the learning process. So according to the teacher, social; activities were a non
negotiable part of students learning, which presented some students with a conflicting
Discourse to which they needed to cope. Whereas some students learned the new
meanings, others continued to fight the new ways and long for the old times where
learning was undertaken properly and seriously, according to their set schema.
Socioculturally-Situated Identities
Teachers’ Identities. Teacher’s identity is determined by his/her roles, which were
described in the philosophy. Among these roles are, providing authentic language events
in a safe environment, ensuring that students are working whole to part. She/he is
assumed to offer comprehensible input, facilitate opportunities for learners to use
language in authentic ways that are interesting to students and that encourage students to
interact with one another. She/he is expected to provide a rich linguistic environment,
which creates frequent opportunities for students to speak, listen, read, and write in
meaningful contexts and construct their own culture and shared understanding.
According to this role model, all students are accepted and feel free to take risks and
teachers and students work together to negotiate curriculum and to provide access to new
knowledge. Thus, the teacher in that setting ‘wears many different hats’. She/he is a
teacher, co-learner, facilitator, negotiator, researcher and counselor.
The change of identities expected of teachers is also related to the changes that
accompanied postmodernism. The incredible progress that took place in every field and
especially communication made it unrealistic to ask the teacher to stick to her/his old
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limited role as an information transmitter. The teachers is no longer the one who knows it
all and whose main role is to deliver this information and to make sure students grasp it.
This role was replaced by another role that is of a facilitator who helps students access
different types of information.
As the teacher in this Discourse is not the one who knows everything, the cultural
model of the teacher here is a life-long learner who doesn’t have to have all the answers.
As a result of the different cultural models students and teachers have and the different
and sometimes conflicting Discourses on which they draw, some students felt
uncomfortable with that role. They expected the teacher to know it all. That was
expressed in some of the learners’ interviews, and interestingly enough in one of the
teacher’s interviews.
Jane: I might bounce it out to the rest of the class and say does any one know the answer
to that? I don ’t know the answer, what do you know and may be try to construct
something, and then we will go out find answers and come back.... Hopefully someone in
the class may have the answer and they are just sitting on their hands because they don’t
want... the whole issue of the hierarchy in the classroom. They don’t want to seem like
they are disrespecting me by having this answer. But I think that they come to know that
that’s ok. The same idea was mentioned in some learners’ interviews:
Leticia: I don’t want to be the teacher...I don’t want to teach grammar in her classroom.
Jane says that students gradually get to learn that it’s ok for them to share the information
they have. As a matter of fact, it was expected that they share their knowledge with the
rest of the classroom. It was considered part of their role as resources in the classroom.
Cooperating with one another and being active participants was part of this language
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learning community’s expectations. Students’ sharing of their knowledge with the rest of
the class did not deny the teacher’s authority as the teacher established her role as a co¬
learner in this classroom. She expressed to the students in several occasions that she
doesn’t know everything, and that they need to research together if there was something
they needed to know. Of course, this was met by some resistance. However, as Jane said,
after sometime, the majority of the students grew to accept her role as a facilitator and a
co-learner.
Jane: It takes a while with some people but I think because the way the class is set up,
almost always I have had someone or half the class are students that I have had before.
So they know how I operate. So they almost become leaders trying to help the other
people share, I think.
However, what Jane said about her persistence in emphasizing that she does not
know everything was not always perceived by students the way she meant it to be. Some
students in the interviews interpreted this as lack of knowledge in certain areas, especially
grammar. However, drawing on Discourses of prior learning experiences where the
teacher is looked at as an authority figure, they didn’t question what she said. However,
they labeled it differently. On the other hand, the teacher drawing on discourses of
holistic approaches and her prior learning experiences in both undergraduate and
graduate studies, she thought what she said would be interpreted as establishing an
egalitarian relationship with the learners. She also thought it would help her define her
role as a co-learner who does not have all the answers.
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Students’ Identities. Unlike the common concepts related to identities in modem
Discourses of schooling as being unidimensional, fixed, and related to a certain category
or categories identified by researchers, in postmodern Discourses learners are looked at
as having multiple identities that result from the learners* positions within the multiple
Discourses on which they draw.
Pierce (1995) suggests that when language learners speak with target language
learners they don't only deliver a message to them, rather they are continuously
establishing and reestablishing a sense of who they are in relation to the social world
surrounding them. Looking at identity from this perspective helps us perceive it as
changeable throughout time and context. Thesen (1997) criticizes some broad approaches
that adopt poststructuralist ideologies as being limited in providing a satisfactory
explanation “of the relationship between individuals and large social processes in periods
of rapid transitions” (Cited in Maguire and Graves, 2001: 567). She adds that this
“deterministic” perspective to identity “overlooks the focus on individual accounts”,
categorizes learners “to a limited set of identity markers, which results in a deterministic
view of identity in temis of the researcher's imposed categories." Maguire and Graves
add that this view “assumes that children are appropriating teachers' discourse, rules,
regulations, and norms for appropriate social action in classrooms in a linear and similar
fashion.” They comment that researchers are starting to question the validity of labeling
learners and classifying them under certain categories "and argue that disjunctures exist
between the experiences of learners and the linguistic, ethnic categories imposed by
theorists and researchers.” (Refer to chapter 4 for a discussion of how certain
characteristics were usually associated with certain ethnic backgrounds).
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Maguire and Graves (2001: 567) claim that according to critical theories
(Fairclough, 1989) and applied linguistics (Pennycook, 1990), learning is perceived “as a
negotiation of one’s orientation toward written language through one’s position within
multiple discourses of gender, race, ethnicity, power, and status.’’ They conclude that
one’s identity is defined in relation to “ideologies of knowledge making and positioning
within conflictual discourses.”
Examining students’ socioculturally situated identity in this particular community
informs our understanding of the kinds of strategies and behaviors expected in this
classroom. It also helps us see the changes that learners underwent in their attempt to
cope with their new community of practice, which underlines the role of context in
shaping learners’ identities through expectations and literacy practices. This view to
identity emphasizes its multiplicity and changeability.
It is stated clearly in the teaching philosophy of this second language classroom that
in order for students to feel comfortable taking risks, they need to be involved in
meaningful, authentic activities. Active involvement in using language for real,
communicative purposes is assumed to lead to learning in this setting. This approach
encourages teachers to build on students’ background knowledge. According to this
philosophy, students learn from one another, and they can answer each other’s questions.
In this classroom, students take responsibility for their own learning, which is based on
discovery methods. The Students and teachers work together to negotiate the curriculum.
In this community of practice, there is no preset curriculum, instead it is based on
students’ requests that they have to write in their weekly logs. Students were not only
required to write their own requests, but they sometimes needed to discuss them with
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their group members. Students were also expected to add to the curriculum. For example
students were required to give different presentations on topics related to their own
cultures. When the teacher noticed that the presentations were not going very well and
that students were bored, she suggested to the students to get together with her and to
discuss what they thought would make a good presentation. The learners together with
the teacher came up with a list of points of what makes a good presentation, a good
presenter, and a good listener. Then, they wrote these rules on a sheet of paper that they
kept in the front of the class. They revised it from time to time and teacher made sure
they still remember it. So learners in this classroom were expected to contribute actively
to building the curriculum and making necessary modifications to ensure quality learning.
To sum up, students in this setting had multiple identities as they were expected to
be active learners, teachers, resource persons, evaluators, and curriculum builders.
Learners also had multiple identities as a result of the multiple Discourses on which they
drew as a result of being members of different communities of practice. These Discourses
included, but not limited to, their ethnicity, age, gender, linguistic, economic, social,
academic background, as well as their various prior and current experiences. The
encounter of the learners’ multiple identities, which they brought with them to class with
those that the program aimed to establish in them resulted in negotiations and sometimes
resistance on the students’ part. Negotiations on the teachers’ part displayed themselves
in subtle, but more powerful forms as a result of her position. In spite of the negotiation
that took place, it was obvious that the teacher had the last word. She played the role of
what could be described as a benevolent authority, who exercised her power to guarantee
what was, according to her standards, beneficial for learners.
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Having described the cultural models applied and the socioculturally situated
identities in this setting, I would like to give examples of the kinds of strategies
encouraged in this second language classroom.
Classroom Practices and Strategies Generated
One of the teachers of the second language classroom reflected on her role in
enhancing new learning strategies in learners. She saw her role as an attempt to, “redirect
ingrained behaviors in a person to help him/her becomes a better learner in the Institute’s
environment. We are not talking about their cultural environment I mean what works best
for the Institute and as you know every person has specific strategies and we have to
work with each individual in order to help him/her find which strategies work best for
them.”
The language Institute tries to foster in learners strategies that are compatible with
their new classroom and its requirements and at the same time balance this with what
works best for learners as individuals. In addition, it takes into consideration what the
teacher referred to as ingrained language behaviors, which were fostered mainly as a
result of the interaction between learners’ prior language experiences with their own
personal characteristics and socially constructed dispositions. By so doing, the language
Institute tries to strike a balance between its philosophy and what learners bring to the
classroom, be it prior language learning experiences, their individual characteristics,
including dispositions, cultural and language background, age, gender, etc.
In what follows, I will give examples of how this was achieved in this language
classroom. How did teachers help students acquire certain behaviors that were assumed
to be positive learning strategies? Different activities dictated the range of strategies
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learners could choose from, those which best meet their requirements. What made the
choices even more limited was the fact that the teacher explained exactly what she
expected students to do. The way the information was presented affected the way learners
dealt with it, even if the content was the same. So learners’ strategies were dictated by the
way the teacher taught, the way the activities were presented, and the ways learners were
told to handle them. So in spite of the egalitarian relationship the teachers were trying to
establish with the students, it was still the teacher’s decision when it came to defining
how to learn and what the effective ways were.
Deductive versus Inductive Learning. In this second language classroom,
inductive learning was generated as students were encouraged to use discovery
techniques. They were often asked to make guesses and they were not taught grammatical
rules in the ‘traditional’ way. Even when they requested to learn about a grammatical
rule, the teacher taught it in a way which urged the learners to discover the rule by
themselves. Richards et al. (1985: 73) define inductive and deductive learning as follows,
“Deductive learning is an approach to language teaching in which learners are taught
rules and given specific information about a language. They then apply these rules when
they use the language. Language teaching methods which emphasize the study of the
grammatical rules of a language (for example, the grammar translation method) make use
of the principles of deductive learning.” They add, “This may be contrasted with
inductive learning or learning by induction in which learners are not taught grammatical
or other types of rules directly but are left to discover or induce rules from their
experience of using the language (Cited in Nunan, 1991, p. 156).
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The following excerpt taken from a grammar lesson shows that the teaching method
the teacher used affected the way the students handled the activity. It was obvious that
teachers’ expectations dictated the ways learners handled the activity. Here, the way the
grammar lesson was presented encouraged learners inductive thinking. So instead of
explaining the rule first and giving some examples and drills for students to practice, the
teacher started by asking students to give examples that would lead eventually to figuring
out the rules behind them. The lesson is on ‘ing’ verbs or ‘gerunds’ and ‘infinitives’ or
‘to be’ verbs.
Holyn: So, can someone give me a sentence using ‘ing’ verb or gerund?
Katia: I went to the park and saw flying birds.
Holyn: Ok. Saw flying birds. Ok this is a little different, it’s a gerund but used as an
adjective to describe birds.
Makiri: I stopped smoking.
Holyn: I stopped smoking. The request was to learn about the difference between when
you say I stopped to smoke. Actually, it’s not correct to say I stopped to smoke. Ok, what
we are gonna try to learn today is when you use one and when you use the other. The first
thing I wanna do is I just wanna come up with some sentences that use the gerund ‘the
ing verb’. We want to come up with a list of those sentences, the correct use. Then we
come up with a list of sentences that use the infinitive and then / am gonna ask you to
look at the two groups of sentences and see whether you can figure out what the
difference is, ok? There are rules that tell you when to use one and when to use the other,
and we will see if we can figure them out together rather than just having me tell you. So
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I stopped smoking is one, and I want you to write these sentences down on a piece of
paper. Another sentence with a gerund?
It is obvious how the detailed instructions of the teacher dictates the way the
activity should be handled, step by step.
Paula: I am traveling to Argentina.
J: Why is that not a gerund?
A number of students: It’s a present continuous.
Holyn: Ok good. It’s a little bit different from a gerund, because travel is in the
continuous tense. How can we use travel as gerund?
Paula: I like travelling to Argentina.
Holyn: (writes on board and says the sentence while writing). Ok, another one?
Students provided different examples and the exchange of ideas and questions went
on for quite sometime. Meanwhile the teacher wrote students’ examples on the board
(For the full excerpt, refer to appendix H). The teacher did the same thing with the verbs
in the infinitive. Now that learners had two lists, the teacher asked them to compare and
try to figure out what the rule might be.
Holyn: So this was the question that you were asking or wondering about, why sometimes
we use infinitive, sometimes we use gerund, and there are some examples that come out
that you could use both. So I want you to quickly meet with your partner and discuss what
you think might be the reason. What might be the rule. Okay?
Teacher called on different names to be paired together. “Talk to your partner for a
minute. Look at your sentences. What do you think could be the rule governing gerund
and infinitive?”
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Students discussed in pairs what they thought the rule might be. Teacher was going
around, helping and discussing with them.
Holyn: Ok I like you to stop talking to your partner. Oh, did you hear that sentence? /
like you to stop talking to your partner.
Paula: It has infinitive and gerund.
(students laugh)
Holyn: Ok what were your ideas about what might be the rule or if there is any?
Paula: We use gerund when we are talking about...is more general idea, more extended
time. When you say I am talking about getting a new car. It’s a little bit “the last minute”
and you are still now, still wanting a car. It's the time. Infinitive is something that you are
doing now. I like to do my homework. It means I am talking now.
Holyn: And the other sentence?
Paula: I am talking about getting a new car. It’s not happening now.
Holyn: Well, one sentence is talking about the future and one sentence is talking about
now. But you can find examples for both, that talk about the future and that talks about
now. So that is not the rule.
Nahid: I think when you use the infinitive form, there is more action.
Holyn: What about 1 enjoy going to the beach. Is that less action?
Elina: Talk, enjoy, like and stop
Holyn: Aha
Elina: Correct? (smiling)
Holyn: It has to do with the verb that comes before the gerund or the infinitive. Okay....
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That was an example of a common practice in this second language classroom. So
instead of the teacher directly stating the rule, the teacher led the students, by giving
different examples, using different verbs, and giving clues, to guessing the rule. Guessing
is a strategy that is encouraged in this language classroom. It is based on learners’
identity as discoverers and the teacher’s as a facilitator not an information giver, and the
cultural model of learning as a discovery process that takes place through students’
interaction among themselves and with the teacher. The mind of the learners can do both
inductive and deductive thinking, it is the situation that encourages one over the other. So
it becomes more apparent in learners’ behaviors.
Guessing and Dictionary Use. In this second language classroom, it was
noticeable that students were encouraged to rely on contextual clues in guessing the
meaning of words that they were not familiar with. Using the context to get the main idea
was encouraged over the use of the dictionary. The teacher always discouraged learners
from using the dictionary. The typical comment when she sent an article for them to read
at home was, “you need to make guesses. Try not to use the dictionary.”
G: And in that activity you want them to try to get the main idea, and I believe you just
try to encourage guessing...
Jane: Yeah, and the articles themselves are not loaded with vocabulary. I wouldn ’t send
an article home that is loaded with brand new vocabulary or vocabulary that. I thought
they couldn ’t figure out themselves. I am mixed about it. I feel that they miss a lot while
they are digging in their dictionary in a class.
The teacher tried to encourage students’ guessing, but she was aware she had to
provide ways to make it possible. The choice of the appropriate material was one of the
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measures she took to make it easier for students not to use the dictionary. She understood
that she couldn’t tell learners to guess if they had a difficult piece that had too many new
words. It would be discouraging for learners and it would probably encourage the use of
the dictionary than guessing from the context.
Did learners always listen to the teacher? For some learners, not using the
dictionary for a reading assignment at home seemed doable, as they believed it might be
helpful. Some spouses encouraged their partners not to use the dictionary. Some went as
far as to hide the dictionary from them. One Korean student told me that her husband
took the dictionary to his work so that she wouldn’t use it. Others resisted this rule and
just used it when they needed to. The typical justification was, “/ need to know the exact
meaning” Learners in this situation were drawing on concepts embedded in modern
discourses of schooling which focus on form, and developing basic skills of reading and
writing. Learners’ need to know the exact spelling or the exact meaning is embedded in
these Discourses. With the emergence of postmodernism, the focus on language as a
finished product that cannot be altered was replaced by a sense of open-endedness and
changeability. This placed more weight on language as a process rather than a final
product. The view of language as a unitary abstract grammatical system was replaced by
its perception as ‘hetroglossic’. This notion is also embedded in a view of language as a
social phenomenon as advocated by Bakhtin, who states that “the actual reality of
language/speech is not the abstract system of linguistic forms, nor the isolated monologic
utterance, nor the psychological act of its implementation but the social event of verbal
interaction implemented in an utterance or utterances” (Bakhtin, 1929/ 1986: 94). This
view of language learning focuses on language as a social phenomenon. For Bakhtin the
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minimum unit is the utterance which takes its meaning from the event in which it occurs.
He also emphasizes the importance of understanding any utterance in relation to other
utterances on the same topic and different social viewpoints. So according to this
perspective, knowing the exact meaning requires more than checking a word up in the
dictionary, it requires knowing much more about the subject and related materials. This
view of meaning is known as ‘the principle of intertextuality’. The teacher, drawing on a
social view of language learning, emphasizes the need to know more about the context.
She tries to encourage learners to develop skills related to guessing from the context. By
inviting guest speakers who talk about topics of interest to learners and arranging
different social activities and encouraging the authentic use of language for real purposes
the teacher underlines the embeddeness of language in social activities.
Vocabulary Cards and Related Strategies. The following excerpt took place on
June 7th, 2000. It is part of an activity known in this classroom as the card activity. In
what follows, the classroom teacher explained the history that drove her to using this
activity. She said that before using vocabulary cards she used to prepare work sheets with
the new vocabulary learners studied in the classroom for the whole semester. She said she
was very disappointed when she realized how few words learners were able to recall.
Then she thought about vocabulary cards, which helped the learners relate the words to
the context in which they were used as they were required to put the new words in
sentences that show their meaning, discuss their meanings with their partners, find
another partner, exchange cards and so on. The activity shows the situatedness of
language learning strategies used by the learners in the way the activity was
implemented. Freedom of movement, patterns of turn taking, asking and answering
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questions, guessing, and miming were dictated by learners’ understanding of what was
permissible or not in this community of practice and by patterns of interaction associated
with this activity in specific.
Jane: Do you want last week’s words? Does everyone agree with this?
Ss: Yes
Jane: Get up and make sentences with last week’s words. Monique was not here. So we
will have to teach Monique. Ok people are falling asleep. I am handing in cards what do
you do when you get a card?
Nahid: Get up
(Laughter)
Jane: Get up then what?
Ping: Find somebody
Holyn: Find a partner. Then what?
Ss: Make a sentence
Holyn: Make sentences.
Makiri: Explain
Holyn: Explain the word if they don’t know it. Make a sentence. Then what?
Paula: Exchange card.
Jane: Exchange cards. Then what?
Chulien: Another partner
Holyn: New partner. And keep going ok. Here we go. Ready?
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Students spread around the room, each student got a card from the stack of cards the
teacher had. Then they found a partner and each student explained the word that he or she
had on her/his card.
Lu: Stoop. I am confused or is it steep ?
Leticia: No, it's stoop. But 1 don’t remember what it mean. It is the vocabulary for the
house, but I don ’t remember. Here, Leticia tried to remember the word by relating it to
the context where it was mentioned. This was a strategy that was encouraged by the
teacher and the learning practices in this classroom.
Lu: Stoop is a noun. Here Jin tried to relate it to which part of speech it was
Leticia: We have to ask someone else because I don’t remember. I think that it’s
connected with the house.... Let’s ask someone else.
Cooperation was at the heart of this activity. Students knew that they had to work
with a partner. They knew they had to change partners and listen to someone else, and
they knew they had to ask someone else if they both did not know. So cooperation here
was not an option, it was an essential constituent of the language activity.
During this activity, students used different strategies to explain the words they had
on their cards. Among the strategies used were using the word in a sentence that showed
its meaning. Sometimes learners used the exact examples used in the classroom, and
other times they formed their own sentences. They often referred to their own native
languages. They said the words out loud and then wrote them in their own native
languages. For example, Monique, the French student, was listening to other students
explaining the word stoop until she got it and said ‘paie\ ia paie’. Then she wrote it
down in French in her notebook. The teacher did not forbid the use of native language if
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it served the purpose. However, the coordinator of the program who also teaches the
beginners class mentioned that she demanded that students put a penny in the piggy bank.
The reason for this, she said, is to make them aware that they switched to their native
language.
During the card activity, students had a lot of freedom to move around the
classroom, which influenced the strategies they used. Here is another part that shows a
number of different strategies. Learners without teachers’ supervision felt freer to use
every possible way to explain the meaning to each other. They were trying to explain the
meaning of the words ‘gutter’ and ‘spout’. There was a little bit of confusion, as to
which is which. Here is what they did to clear this confusion,
Leticia: The gutter is horizontal. It’s up. It’s at the top of the house. The rainfalls there
and then the rain goes down to the gutter to the spout and falls to the ...I think that’s the
spout (Leticia was trying to point and use her hands to show the gutter and the spout).
Katia: My spout got something and my gutter was full and I should call to somebody to
clean.(Katia gave an example trying to make it clear to students who were confused
about it, a strategy that is used so often by the teacher and students).
Leticia: It is connected with the gutter. The spout is connected with the gutter.
Doris: The gutter is up.
Leticia: The spout is vertical because the water is fall. Yes like a pipe that is external. It’s
something external the spout.
Students gave different examples. Davina, a Chinese student rolled a piece of paper
and made a gutter and a spout and said, “so which one is the spout ?”
Students laughed
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Leticia: (pointing) This is gutter. This is spout. Another student disagreed again. So they
decided to ask the teacher.
This activity is an illustration of the level of freedom and comfort the students have
in this classroom. During that activity they felt free to mill around the classroom, ask
each other, and refer to their notes. They tried to remember the context in which the word
was used. They also used any resources available in the classroom to explain the meaning
of the new words. They knew they couldn’t ask the teacher until they exhausted all other
means.
Rituals associated with the activity dictated the kinds of strategies learners used to
get it done. Strategies were situated within the different language practices. Also, during
this activity it was noticed that students emulated teacher’s method of explaining new
vocabulary. Among the strategies the teacher and learners used were relating words to the
context in which they were mentioned, and putting them in sentences that showed their
meaning. They usually tried to remember the examples used by the teacher unless they
felt comfortable enough to make their own sentences.
Rituals Related to Specific Activities. Students’ awareness of the classroom
rituals influenced the way they handled the activity. They knew they had to follow a
certain routine, which reflected the teacher’s expectations and the broader philosophy of
teaching. Also Clarifying the purpose behind certain routines in the classroom raised
students’ awareness of the teaching philosophy and allowed them to be more conscious
of their practices and of the reasons behind certain practices. This improved learners
control over their learning and helped them develop new strategies that better suited their
purposes and/or chose from the ones the teacher suggested.
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The following excerpt is part of a lesson on a video that the students watched on
Feb. 1st, 2001. The show is called “Designing Women”. Before they started watching the
show, the teacher made sure students remembered the rituals for this activity. It reflected
the cultural models behind the kinds of interactions that took place in that setting. It also
reflected students’ roles as well as the teacher’s. This was part of the pre- and post
activity.
Holyn: So let’s watch our video now. Do you want to do that, to follow the same usual
routine? If you do, can someone quickly tell me what’s that routine which we follow when
we watch a video? What’s the first thing we do?
Nahid: Watch
(Students laugh)
Holyn: What do we do after we watch it?
Mieko: We discuss how much we understand.
Holyn: Do we do that so that you can compare yourself to the person next to you?
Students: No
Holyn: Then why do we do this?
Silence
Paula: To improve ourselves because we saw the video another time.
Holyn: Yes it has to do with improving yourself because the next part is what? After we
talk about how much we understand, what is the next part?
Different students: The new words
Katia: Idioms
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Holyn: Okay we look at the vocabulary and I have taken some of the vocabulary, idioms,
slang. Then, we go over that. And then what?
Paula: We see the video again.
Holyn: We see the video again. So the third time we discuss how much you understand
this time. That’s the reason why I ask that question so that you can see if your own
comprehension was improving. Okay, not so that you can feel bad that someone
understood more than you do. So this is... Chulien, do you want to tell the class what this
comedy show is?
Chulien: You know design woman, designing, designing woman. It’s a very old program.
I watched that program in Korea when I was., when I was., very young.
Students laugh
Chulien: Ten years ago...
In spite of the fact that the teacher often gave the learners the option to change the
rituals of the activity, they usually chose not to do so. After a while, it seemed like a
rhetorical question that no one cared to answer, as it was obvious that learners preferred
to follow the routine that the teacher established. This could be attributed partly to their
prior apprenticeship in modern Discourses of schooling. Another factor could be related
to the way the teacher asked the question as she assumed or almost took it for granted
that the students’ reply would be positive. This resonates with Rodby’s comment on the
ethnicist’s approach. As she said it assumes that the native speaker is the one who has the
authority to tell the second language learner what and how he/she needs to learn. The
assumption is that the teacher and educators know better. Consequently, the learners need
to listen most of the time to what they have to say. In spite of the egalitarian relationship
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assumed in this context, learners’ prior language background as well as learners’
awareness that egalitarianism works within certain limits dictated the choices learners
made. So they seldom changed rituals or routines in this class unless they were asked
directly to do so. An example of this was when students were asked to get together to see
whether they would like to continue the same routine they followed in a certain activity,
which is called ‘jeopardy’. This was when learners got together and discussed possible
options to change the activity. Another example of students’ resistance to assess the
activities showed in their weekly log. Most students, when asked whether they liked the
activity, and whether it was useful, according to the teacher’s comments, usually rated the
activity between 4 and 5, which were the highest grades on the scale. This was in case
they liked the activity. If they did not like the activity, Leicia (from Argentina) said, she
would rate it 3. The reason she mentioned in the interview was because she did not want
to hurt the teacher’s feelings. The teacher, on the other hand, said that she tried all the
time to encourage students to be more critical. One way of doing this was by praising the
only student who, in her opinion gave real evaluation. So there was a tension between
what the teacher encouraged learners to do and what the learners chose to do, which
could be explained in terms of the different Discourses they drew on.
Curriculum is based on Students’ Requests. The belief is that when students are
engaged in a meaningful activity that is related to their needs and interests, they are more
willing to contribute to the discussion. They also initiate asking questions to the teacher.
Among the factors that helped learners to talk was whether they felt secure enough
expressing themselves in the target language, making mistakes, and guessing the meaning
from the context. The following excerpt was part of students and teacher’s discussion of
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vocabulary related to buying a car, which was requested by the students. On Feb. 1st,
2001, the teacher took the students to a nearby library where they were able to have a
look at consumer reports, auto shoppers, and other material related to buying cars.
Learners in this excerpt were discussing related vocabulary with the teacher. Learners’
focus on the content and the information they really needed to know about cars, made
them less conscious of their linguistic mistakes and more focused on communication
strategies that helped them deliver their message.
Paula: Depreciate, depreciation (with a Spanish accent)
Holyn: Here is a good one, depreciation. Did people come across that word? Depreciate
or depreciation. (Here, the teacher did not correct the learner’s pronunciation, which
encouraged more input from the student).
The teacher paused for some time to give students an opportunity to think of the meaning.
Nahid (hesitantly): Lose its value
Holyn: It loses value exactly. It loses value, it depreciates ok.
Students took risks making guesses based on the context, a strategy encouraged in
this classroom as a result of the constructivist philosophy of the Institute.
In the following excerpt, students freely exchanged talk and they taught each other,
and corrected each other.
Paula: The second day that you have a car is another price. The second day because it
used.
Ping: can you use another word to describe it?
Katia: It goes down
Holyn: It goes down, the value goes down.
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Nahid: Another word appreciate.
t

Katia: Appreciate is the opposite of depreciate.
Nahid: No, one woman told me this material is very good, it predate, predate
Kataia: appreciate?
Nahid: No appreciate no. Appreciate is different.
Here students exchanged ideas and guesses related to vocabulary word. In spite of
the teacher’s presence, learners sometimes exchanged ideas about what they thought the
meaning was. Learners tried to make guesses about the new vocabulary and related new
vocabulary to similar words and to situations where the words were mentioned to try to
figure out what they meant The teacher did not interfere for some time allowing students
to generate more ideas. At the end, she wrapped up and corrected some wrong guesses.
Students’ need to know about certain issues that were pertinent to their life in the
States was another factor that motivated them to break their fear and participate in the
class discussion. For example, because a number of students were either trying to get a
job or went through job interviews, some students requested to learn about job
interviews. Due to their interest in the topic and their need to know positive techniques to
presenting themselves to employers, they were very engaged during this activity. The
conversation was authentic. Some learners shared with the rest of the class their
successful or not very successful experiences trying to get a job. Different types of
interviews, such as phone interviews were discussed. Students were exchanging questions
and answers freely, not waiting for a turn, but jumping in the conversation whenever they
felt they needed to add something, be it a question or a story. The need to know or to
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share an experience with the rest of the class led students to be less focused on form and
to break the fear of making mistakes, and generated more peer talk.
On the other hand when learners requested something that didn’t match with the
goals of the program, the teachers made adjustments to make it fit within the program
framework or as the program coordinator mentioned, "‘we recommend that they go to
another class. So if they needed TOEFL for example, we know that we won’t be able to
help them so we redirect them to another program that would be more helpful to them.
Egalitarianism and Patterns of Interaction. The following excerpt is part of a
classroom discussion that took place on Feb. 22nd, 2001. It was part of a classroom
discussion that was based on students’ request to learn about George Washington. In this
situation, the teacher was asking students whether they thought George Washington was
a hero. The excerpt shows how students felt free to ask and answer questions contributing
their own opinion without hesitation or fear of making linguistic mistakes. One student
even felt comfortable redirecting the same question to the teacher. Her awareness of the
implicit rules of acceptable behaviors inside the classroom made her feel that it was
appropriate to redirect the question to the teacher.. Her reason for doing so was based on
the fact that the teacher is American and she wanted to listen to her perspective on the
topic.
Holyn: So, second question is whether or not George Washington is considered a great
American hero in your opinion? We had a disagreement in the group that I was in. Did
you have a disagreement in your other group?
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Chulien. We think that at that time, American history was needing like American hero,
because it s so... The American history is so short and may be they have to create a hero
for the people.
Holyn. We don t know if he was considered American hero then, but do we know if he is
considered American hero now?
Paula: No now, but long time ago he was.
Holyn: Do you think he is not considered American hero today?
Ping (from China): For the American history he has to be.
Holyn: Has to be, why?
The exchange of the same question and students’ answers continued for some time.
Then, Ping an outspoken Chinese student asked Holyn: Would you think he is a hero?
Ping is a Chinese learner, Confucianism did not seem to apply here. She learned the rules
of the classroom and instilled the new meanings. This is the same person who told me in
the interview that she would wait until the end of the class to talk to the teacher.
Holyn: Do 1 think?
Ping: Yeah
Holyn: Ok that’s a different question.
(Students laughed)
Ping: You are American.
Makiri: Your idea is very important.
Holyn: It’s an interesting thing for me to hear from you that you are not sure whether or
not he is considered a hero...
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Due to the relaxed atmosphere of the classroom, and the egalitarian relationship the
teacher was trying to establish between the learners and her, Ping knew she could redirect
the question to the teacher. Though as it was obvious from students’ reaction to Ping as
she questioned the teacher and elicited her opinion, that it was not a common routine.
Students laughter and teacher s repetition of the question indicated that it was not a
common practice for a student to redirect the question to the teacher. Egalitarianism had
limits as the teacher remained the authority figure who took most decisions and asked
most questions. Authority was masked though by egalitarian practices, but students and
teachers were not equal. However, it was possible and the learner knew that. So she asked
her question and got an answer. This illustrates how learners’ behaviors got shaped by
what they knew as possible or impossible in this particular community. Learners learn the
rules as they learn the language and they act upon them. Another important point that is
noticeable in the excerpt above is how the focus on the content of what the students had
to say encouraged learners to speak more freely. Also discussing a topic that interested
the students invited more questions, voluntary stories, and peer talk. The topic was
suggested by one of the students in her log. In this exchange of ideas, the teacher didn’t
stop the speaker to correct her language, rather it was a real conversation trying to elicit
learners’ opinions. This encouraged learners to take more risks and to volunteer asking
and answering questions in a relaxed atmosphere. The discussion and exchange of ideas
continued for sometime.
I would like to juxtapose this with what students did outside of their safe classroom
environment regarding taking risks.
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Patterns of Interactionjnside and outside the Safe Environment of the Classroom.
---———•■ ■■

ii

—

In what follows, I will display how creating a safe environment was very crucial in
students decision to take a risk or not. The same students seemed to be acting differently
in different contexts, the point is whether they felt comfortable and secure enough to talk.
The whole issue of the affective filter is at play here, what I mean here is the interaction
between the social setting and the affective filter not the affective filter as a cognitive
state of mind. Peirce (1995: 11) argues that Krashen’s perception of motivation and self
confidence as intrinsic qualities that are separable from the social context is not supported
by Spolsky (1989), and Gardner (1985). Spolsky believes that motivation and social
context are interdependent, and Gardner claims that “Self- confidence ...develops as a
result of positive experiences in the context of the second language and serve to motivate
individuals to learn the second language” (p. 54)
After a considerable amount of time in the classroom, being familiar with the
classroom culture, its dynamics and rituals, students, as varied as their level of comfort
was, felt comfortable enough to talk in the classroom. They took risks trying out the new
language they learned, asked and answered questions, and used context to infer
meanings. However, did we have the same picture in every place we went, in other
words, did this get displayed in every language encounter they faced? Did risk taking
become ingrained, and was it expressed in learners’ social behavior outside of the
classroom? The following excerpt was part of a conversation between the classroom
teacher and I discussing one of the classroom’s field trips to a radio station. The visit was
interesting, but intimidating to the learners who felt the pressure to talk, but did they
really talk?
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G: Do you find it hard to encourage them to talk in public like in the radio station visit,
and in other situations like when a guest speaker comes to class. Do they resist?
Jane. Absolutely, even if I make the expectations clear, even if they write a script for
themselves. One obvious factor is that may be they are not interested in the guest
speaker. I think the radio station felt uncomfortable.
G: Was it intimidating?
Jane: Yeah, it was intimidating. And the radio people have the tendency to speak very
quickly. And I mean the students were in completely new environment. There were two
people and they were joking and / think that humor often times get misinterpreted to non¬
native speakers. It’s really hard because I understand how you can be shy, but / try to
emphasize over and over again that every place we go knows that you are not native
speakers. They know that this is a class. They know you are trying to learn. No one
expects you to have flawless English, my English has flaws... When a guest speaker comes
to us that is the most comfortable in terms of speaking in front of strangers. I think the
discomfort comes when they walk outside the classroom and there are unknown factors.
Probably the most comfortable in terms of how they feel is going to the coffee shop and
ordering coffee because it's pretty basic language or when we go to a restaurant. But the
radio station was hard, going to the school was difficult...! think being clear with
expectations, and having people practice are two ways to help. They were so scared.
When I asked Lu, the Korean student who was brave enough to talk live on radio at
the radio station, what helped her to talk on national radio and whether or not she was
scared, this was her response,
G: So, you didn ’t feel nervous while you were talking on air?
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Lu: It could be a lie if I was not at all nervous. I was a little nervous.
G: How did you help yourself?
Lu: You can do it.
G: And it helped?
Lu: Yeah. I told myself no body will listen to me so go ahead (haha) I didn ’t introduce my
name, I introduced my country and no body will notice it’s me.
Here, the learner decided to resort to affective strategies to encourage herself and
lower her affective filter. The stressful situation drove her to use that strategy to conquer
her fears. When I asked Maximo (from El Salvador), what helped him to talk on radio,
his response was, I know my voice is not bad, and I was far not close, and the group sang
with me. So I was not alone.
Again using affective strategies to remind himself that the situation is not that bad
Maximo sang in the group, he didn’t ask a question. However, still he needed the support
of the group. It was also less stressful to be far from the mike, which gave him additional
comfort. Besides he has a good voice as he sings in Spanish. He mentioned that it is
different in English, but he didn’t have to say much, just the name of the station with the
whole group.
Other learners expressed that it was too stressful for them to talk. The fact that it
was on air added to the already stressful situation. When I asked Makiri, how about when
Lu talked, did that encourage you to talk?
Makiri (from Japan) responded,
Makiri: Mike the DJ was very friendly and we try to ask some questions but (laughing)
we couldn *t.
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G: Why?
M: Because Dave asked me to answer the mike, in front of the mike.
G: So what did you do?
M: I didn ’t because I am afraid or ashamed of making mistakes. If l can do one question,
it's ok, but if they asked me a lot, it made me confusing. So I am anxious about this. So /
didn’t answer.
G: He didn’t insist?
M: He asked us, all of you didn’t... the homework? (laughing)
G. Because you were supposed to prepare five questions. Did you have 5 questions?
M: Not five, but I have some.
G: You had some questions, but you didn’t dare to ask. If it were here in the classroom or
even if you didn ’t have to speak in front of the mike, you would have asked?
Yes, I think so.
G: Did it put a lot of pressure on you?
M: Yeah, everybody will listen. It was an opportunity for me. I don’t have that chance in
Japan, but I didn’t have the courage.
How about when Lu talked, this didn 7 encourage you ?
Makiri: Lu very fluently. So more and more scared. It makes me more nervous.
Guest Speakers. Risk -taking, and Scaffolding Techniques. Taking risks has
always been discussed as a personality trait. Adopting this perspective means that there is
not much that learners could do in order to change it. However, risk taking was socially
constructed as a result of the safe environment, which was established in this second
language classroom. In the literature on learning strategies risk taking was among the
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characteristics attributed to effective language learners. 1 will give some examples that
support how risk taking was socially constructed in this second language classroom.
Learners were helped to overcome their fears of speaking up especially in the presence of
guest speakers or any other stressful situation.
Situated inhibition and risk-taking were apparent in classroom practices common in
this second language classroom. Contextual factors in this specific second language
classroom either added to learners’ fears or boosted their self confidence and encouraged
their participation. Encouraging students to take risks and to speak more was an issue that
was raised in some students’ interviews and in the teacher’s, which could be attributed
partly to ‘inviting the right people to class’, a phrase that was used by one of the learners
interviewed. In other words, those who understood the nature of the class and the
learners, and who were friendly and encouraged students to talk fearlessly. The second
point mentioned in this regard was the kind of scaffolding techniques provided to help
learners take more risks. First, in case of inviting a guest speaker to the class, the teacher
made sure she told learners ahead of time and prepared work sheets with vocabulary
related to the topic of discussion. She also tried to familiarize the learners with the topic
itself through an open discussion, and questions and answers ahead of time to the
speaker’s visit. She explained to the learners what it was going to be like and specified
her expectations from them. For example, that she expected students to ask questions.
The type of scaffolding she provided for this activity was that she asked students to
prepare five questions that they would like to ask to the guest speaker. Students were
asked to write their questions.
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The following excerpt is part of a conversation that took place between the
classroom teacher and I. In this excerpt, the teacher told me how she helped one of the
students who had problems speaking in the classroom due to his relatively low
proficiency level by providing some scaffolding techniques to help him overcome his
fears.
Jane: One thing that I did. I was working with Maximo and 1 was so proud of how he
came along in terms of his comfort speaking in the class... what I would do sometimes
say for example we had a guest speaker coming. For homework / would have them write
questions down for they would have a script and the expectation is that everyone would
ask a question but they have it there written on paper. So it was not as huge of a risk.
They had had a chance to think about the question, compose the question, practice the
question at home, and they could try it out here instead of just spontaneously coming up
with questions.
When I asked Jane, do you notice that people change as time goes by in terms of
their comfort speaking in the classroom in general and in the presence of gust speakers
especially? She answered,
Jane: Oh, absolutely, absolutely. It definitely improves. I mean going back to Maximo
again. I have to encourage him to speak. We had a newspaper reporter who came and
talked about the census.
G: They were not intimidated in that activity. I remember.
Jane: No, they had scripts. They had prepared. They had background knowledge. I think
that's one way to improve an activity when you have a guest speaker. When you go out in
the world is to do scaffolding activities. To make sure they prepared and they know what
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to expect. But that day with Maximo I was hoping, “please Maximo say what you have to
say”, and I think it was uncomfortable for him, but I think he listened and no one else
was bringing up his idea. So he finally felt like I have to share this. / have to have my
voice heard and he was quoted in the paper, which was very empowering for him.
Here, the teacher pushed the learner’s level of comfort by supporting him.
Providing scaffolding techniques helped learners who did not feel comfortable talking to
take that risk. With the constant support, repetition of the situation, and the scaffolding,
learners learned that they can do it. They can talk and when it got rewarded by being able
to communicate successfully or being quoted in a newspaper, it built students’
confidence. It encouraged learners to try again until it became instilled in their behavior.
However, that was not always the case. Sometimes, students felt intimidated by the
personality or as in the following case, by the status of the guest speaker that it was hard
for them to start a conversation and ask questions.
It was interesting enough to observe how patterns of interaction and the quality and
quantity of risk taking became considerably different as the guest speaker came to class.
While students were still functioning within the borders of their sheltered safe classroom
environment, adding a new element to the context did make learners more conscious of
their interaction. The quantity and quality of questions differed when the teacher invited a
history professor to the classroom. The following was the pattern of students’ behaviors
as they were trying to interact with the guest speaker: Fewer questions, more hesitation,
more self-monitoring, and silence followed by a number of invitations from the guest
speaker. In addition, when the classroom teacher invited students to ask more questions,
saying anyone else? There was a long silence and the learners were hesitant to ask
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questions. Then the guest speaker had to encourage learners by saying, “there is no bad
question. It’s on the tip of your tongue. I can telly Then the pressure of silence and the
embarrassing situation led some learners to hesitantly take the lead asking their well
thought out questions, in terms of form and content. Here is one of the questions that a
Russian student asked,
Katia: You mentioned that you studied history of consciousness and I am really interested
in this subject, would you please recommend me some books in this subject?
The professor recommended some books to Katia and she promised she would
email more references to her later. Katia expressed her happiness and amazement when
she got the email. When I asked her whether she prepared the question in advance, she
said,
Yes, yes. I thought before I ask. Because sometimes 1 say ah and in the middle of the
sentence I stop because I didn ’t prepare. I was not ready to ask and very often I can 7 to
end the sentence (laughing). I thought because I ask because I asked her about very
serious subject. I thought she would probably think ok she ask me about history of
consciousness but she even (laughter) can 7... but her English is so poor.
When I asked Katia whether she was worried about her English because the guest is
a professor, she said. Yes, yes before she came here I was worried but when she started to
speak she was smiling all the time and she was so friendly and she represent herself and
she talked about her life and she told that her life was not easy too. And she asked all
students to represent themselves...
Among the reasons that Katia mentioned here that helped her take risks was the
personality of the speaker as she was smiling and friendly. She talked about her life and
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the problems that she encountered; a point that Katia was able to relate to as she herself
had a difficult life. Also the fact that the professor asked students to introduce themselves
was another factor that helped in breaking the ice between the speaker and the students.
Which helped them take what I would call calculated risk. As it was obvious that these
were not the patterns of interaction that took place in a regular class, where there was no
guest speakers.
Learners also used affective strategies to protect themselves from being judged by
the guest speaker. A number of students started by saying that it was not an important
question or that it was a silly question, in an attempt to escape others’ negative
judgments, especially the professor’s. However, they talked and they asked good
questions and they got good answers to their questions, which seemed top have
empowered them as more students were encouraged to ask more questions. Another
Iranian student, Nahid asked the guest speaker about women in office, and among the
people discussed was Hillary Clinton. In spite of the stressful situation, the students asked
their questions and felt gratified by the feedback they got. These types of scaffolding
techniques got repeated in this language classroom, which led to an increase in students’
level of confidence. So they gradually took more risks.
The professor attended to the few questions that students asked and she answered
all of them. The teacher understood learners’ embarrassment and posed a question to the
professor that she discussed with the learners prior to the professor’s visit when they were
preparing for her visit. She said, in a mild tone between blaming and joking, I was hoping
that someone would ask the question we discussed yesterday about immigrant women’s
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experiences. The students felt a little embarrassed and smiled, and the professor answered
»

the question.
A number of factors in the situation seemed to have determined the quality and
quantity of input on students’ part. Among these factors were the personality of the
speaker, her status as a university professor, and the seriousness of the topic. Familiarity
with the topic did not seem to be an issue here in spite of its seriousness, as the teacher
overcame this by preparing students in advance as she discussed the topic with them
discussed possible questions that are related to the topic of discussion. However, learners’
interaction was influenced by the presence of the guest speaker. After the guest speaker
had left, the teacher discussed with the students how much they understood and the
vocabulary they had difficulty with. Patterns of interaction went back to normal
instantaneously. Students felt free again asking and answering questions, making
mistakes, and using different communicative strategies to deliver their message in spite
of flaws in their language.
Different Grouping Techniques. Jane: I think that one of the goals of my teaching

has been to use different strategies in my teaching and different strategies in terms of
grouping, to give people an opportunity to speak in small groups. So if people are paired
together and there is a speaking activity involved and each person has to take a turn, they
have to talk. And / think that builds confidence. So pairs and small groups give people
who normally are nervous a chance. And many of the students who are quiet are very
skilled. They just need practice and they need to feel comfortable speaking. And I have to
recognize that even native speakers who speak English very well often times are neivous
to speak. So it’s not necessarily a language thing, it's a personality thing.
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Among the techniques that encouraged learners’ talk in this second language
classroom was assigning students to work in pairs or groups, and giving them a topic
where every one of them was assigned a certain role; for example one was the reporter,
another would be the writer, etc. Learners were required to talk in pairs or in their groups
about a certain topic that was determined by the teacher. Then one of them needed to
report what the group discussed and these roles rotated. So the person who was the writer
became a reporter, and so on. In this way the teacher guaranteed that everyone in the
class got to talk from time to time in the whole group discussion. So learners who were
shy had no choice, but to talk. The small group gave students the opportunity to talk
amongst themselves and even shy students had no problem with small group discussion.
Then, this rehearsal sort of helped prepare the learners for a more stressful situation,
which was whole group discussion. Learners gradually felt more and more comfortable
sharing their ideas with the class. It was apparent that learners’ talk or inhibition lied in
the context around them.
Other Rules that Encouraged Learners to Talk. The classroom teacher, Jane
mentioned that among the rules that encouraged learners to talk were, “honoring people
and respecting them and creating an environment in the classroom where they are
respected and honored for who they are. And when they are seen as a resource builds
upon the notion that everyone in the classroom is a teacher not just me. I am not the only
teacher and I don’t know everything, I don’t. Having everyone see himself or herself as a
resource hopefully encourages people to take risks, that I have something to offer.”
What the teacher said here summarized the most common rules she used to
encourage learners to take more risks speaking, asking questions, initiating conversations.
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and sharing their points of view. Scaffolding techniques included not only pre-activities,
which seemed to help learners a lot, but also certain rules that the teacher adopted.
Among these rules were respecting students’ contributions, and honoring students that
made them feel like resources. These were some of the rules, which the teacher applied,
and it sent a message to the learners who commented on it in their interviews. Some
interviewees mentioned that one of the things that encouraged them to ask questions was
that the teacher always answered students’ questions, even if they did not sound like good
ones. This broke students fear of being looked down to if the question was not good
enough, which was a common problem in their previous classes.
Elina, a Ukrainian student shared with me a negative experience that she went
through outside of the ESL classroom. This incident took place when Elina went to a
store and she needed to try a dress. Lacking the right word for the fitting room, she tried
desperately to explain to the shop assistant that she needed to find the room where she
could try a dress. She said that she was so embarrassed when the lady made fun of her in
front of other customers and clerks, saying in a loud voice, “what do you want? I don’t
understand.” This experience led Elina to withdraw from social encounters for some time.
She said that the only place where she felt secure was the language classroom where she
felt respected even when she did not know the right words.
Teachers’ focus on the content as well as the form helped students feel that it was
an authentic conversation and they became more willing to contribute to the discussion.
Taking risks and making mistakes were seen as a natural part of the language learning
process in this classroom. Applying these cultural models helped students to break their
fear, and encouraged them to ask more questions.
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A Korean student also commented, “I never asked questions, I am very shy. It is
also based on the culture. But now I feel more comfortable because we know each other
in the class and teacher encourage us to ask a lot, even though the question is terrible,
she answered very well. So that encourage us. ”
Another factor that seemed to have encouraged learners to talk was meeting
students’ needs and interests, which encouraged students’ contribution. They felt the need
to talk as they were interested in the topic and they wanted their voice to be heard.
Mary: I like Holyn, Holyn class made me to think about, think about our opinion, my
opinion about serious things, critical issues... Yeah, to express my opinion is very good. I
love it.
Assessment in this Classroom. Unlike their prior experiences, learners in this
classroom did not have to worry about having to work for the exam, as they did not have
to take exams for this class. The only exam they had to take was the one they took before
they joined the class to determine their proficiency level in English. Not worrying about
test results influenced the way learners acted inside and outside of the classroom. They
were no longer obliged to use strategies that help them get high grades. Instead they used
strategies that they thought would help them improve their language abilities, in addition
to strategies that were fostered by the approach adopted in this second language
classroom and other communities of practice in which the learners participated.
Assessing one’s self and the continuous measuring of one’s improvement was a
regular routine in this classroom. It fostered positive self-monitoring and enhanced
learners’ self-esteem. The rationale behind this practice was that there was always
improvement in learners’ proficiency level, no matter how slight, which boosted learners’
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self confidence. When I interviewed Ping, she said that at the beginning she was so
discouraged by how everyone’s English was better than hers. But when she talked to
Holyn about it, Holyn advised her that she shouldn’t compare herself to other students in
the classroom, rather she needed to compare herself to herself and see how much
progress she made. Ping said that this helped her as she was always working on
improving her English and she could sense the progress she made. Once she stopped
comparing herself to other learners in the classroom, she was more willing to talk, and
less intimidated by the others’ language proficiency level. There were certain practices,
which were meant to enhance learners’ ability to assess themselves, such as asking
students to rate their comprehension level after a listening activity. Then, asking them to
do a reevaluation of their comprehension after discussing difficult vocabulary. As the
teacher mentioned there was always progress in their comprehension level, which helped
learners’ self esteem and motivated them to keep going. Continuous assessment in this
classroom for different language activities and for themselves had its influence on
learners’ behavior.
Material and Symbolic Tools
Language learners in this class have different academic, social, and economic
backgrounds. Resources that they had access to differed depending on many factors
including their family circumstances, members of the family who speak English, internet
access, email, electronic dictionary, spelling checkers and so forth. Learners drew on
these Discourses, which were considered other sources that influenced their choices of
strategies.
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Some students reported using the chat room on the Internet as a way to improve
their English. Ping said that she went to the chat room almost everyday, which she
thought helped her as she was able to talk in writing to other Chinese students who wrote
to her about the classes they were taking at the university. She said that they commented
that her English had improved, which encouraged her to continue writing to them.
Suzana (from Peru) told me that when she first arrived to the States she didn’t have
any English, and because she is married to an American, she had the advantage of asking
her husband whenever she needed. One of the creative strategies Suzana used was to
stick labels on everything she learned. For example, at the beginning she wrote the names
for different pieces of furniture on pieces of paper and she put them on all the pieces so
that she would remember their name. She also mentioned that her husband helped her a
lot, as she always asked him about meanings of words and expressions or anything she
needed help with.
Katia studied her kids’ books and asked them to share with her everything they
learned at school. She also tried using the new expressions she learned in the class or
anywhere else with her family members. As a result of the different social settings she
was a member of, she had opportunities to talk to native speakers. For example, she said
at the beginning she felt shy and could not talk to native speakers that she met at the
Jacuzzi. Then, lately she noticed that she started talking to people without being so
anxious about her grammar. Whereas others who did not have opportunities to interact
with native speakers didn’t have that option and had to stick to what they had, Katia had
this opportunity as a result of activities that were part of her social life. Unlike what is
mentioned in the literature of learning strategies, finding opportunities to interact with
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native speakers, did not seem to be a strategy that good language learners used. Rather it
was a socially situated condition that some students had access to and others simply did
not.
Freed from the burden of having to work for the exam, students motivated only by
their desire and need to improve their proficiency level resorted to all sorts of strategies,
even invented their own as long as they helped.
The previously mentioned strategies and others are embedded in a view of language
learning as a social activity. Maguire and Graves (2001: 566) suggest that “learning of all
kinds is mediated by cultural artifacts and resources, both symbolic (e.g. language) and
material (e.g. computers). An important understanding that has emerged from this
perspective and research on the socializing functions of language is that social activities
and related discourses are mutually constitutive phenomenon that reflect and mediate one
another.” Wertsch (1991) emphasizes the interplay between the individual and symbolic
and material mediational tools in a situation (quoted in Maguire and Graves, 2001: 566).
Another point that seemed to have had its influence on learners’ strategies and
patterns of interaction was learners’ investment in learning English. Learners’ motivation
was not fixed all thoroughout their lives. It got influenced by social interaction. Peirce
(1995:12) challenges the common assumption that learners can be categorized as
motivated or unmotivated, introverted or extroverted, inhibited or uninhibited. This
perspective, she argues, disregards that these attributes are often times sociallyconstructed in a system that may involve “inequitable relations of power, changing over
time and space, and possibly coexisting in contradictory ways in a single individual.” She
suggests that these qualities are changeable due to changes in the social factors that
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contributed to their formation, which explains how some contradictory attributes could
coexist in the same individual. For example, with this group of students investment in
learning English and improving it was socially helped, as learners needed to use the
language for every day communication. The more learners’ lives depended on the use of
English, the more enthusiasm learners showed in improving their proficiency level in
English. So they did not learn English only to pass an exam as they used to in their home
countries, rather to function effectively in their daily lives as they were surrounded by the
language. Those who had American spouses and/or worked with coworkers who spoke
English were more motivated to learn. Also those who planned to stay in the States for
longer periods of time as immigrants or for academic or work purposes were more
willing to put the effort and the time. Those who were staying for a short period of time
and/or had a community of friends and family who speak their native language were in
most cases less motivated. The previously mentioned factors and others made noticeable
differences in the strategies learners resorted to in order to achieve their new goals.
Prior and Current: Resistance and/or Negotiation
Due to the conflicting cultural models learners and teachers brought to class,
resistance and negotiation of teacher’s ways were constant practices that displayed
themselves in many forms in this language classroom.
G: Do you find more resistance from Iwonafor example going out to do social activities ?
Jane: 1 have been with her for the two years that I taught. She at the end would refuse...
She wouldn’t come on days when we go on field trips. I think part of it is that it hurts for
her to walk. But you wonder if it’s that or if she feels more comfortable in the safe
classroom environment.
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G: Could it be that she doesn ’t think it's useful for her?
Jane: I did some things with the class. I took them over to ‘Holy Family elementary
school ’ and we did presentations. They were presenting to six grade students and
sometimes there were 50 children watching because there were two classrooms. So it
also had to do with what kind of experience they had. Have they ever had to do public
speaking? I think experience is a factor. Iwona didn’t want to do that and there was not
much walking, so!
G: Do you find resistance from other students due to prior experience or lack of
experience?
Jane: Sure there are other people, but not as vocal as Iwona. I think another
factor...Iwona is the student who has a Ph.D. in her home country. She can’t match that
here with her language ability. So I think she loses her self-confidence and her concept of
herself changes when she has to use English. So she would rather avoid situations that
deteriorate her self-concept. Some people recognize that they are learners and they are
trying and this is not their language. But I think it’s very hard for Iwona.
Here is what Iwona says about herself in this regard. The teacher asked students to
evaluate their progress in pairs, then write their answers in their weekly logs. “You are
going to work in pairs. You will be asking each other two questions: What kind of
progress did you make? And how do you know you make progress?” In this activity I
paired with Iwona and this was what she told me, “/ don ’t have progress now. My
important problem is understanding. I don’t know why I understand separate words but I
don ’t understand the idea. I don’t understand every word. I feel sad. In Russian even
when I overhear something, I understand. I didn 7 have to pay attention. I must pay
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attention all the time when I listen to English. / have headache because all time / must
attend....If you speak Russian, I understand now, this time. If you speak English I need
time (it’s not synchron, synchron (checked up the word in the dictionary that she always
carried. When she couldn’t find the word, she asked the teacher). In English I don’t have
synchronism. ...I haven’t made any progress. I don’t have self-confidence. My self-esteem
is ridiculously low, but in Russian I have self-esteem. I think my pronunciation is awful...
The mismatch between what a learner thought of herself due to her educational and
social background versus her language ability or better yet her concept about her
language ability created an identity conflict. Avoidance of social encounters where she
had to deal with strangers with her limited language abilities was the learner’s solution to
the discomfort created by the new identity she had to deal with. However, in the
classroom Iwona, as the teacher puts it was the most vocal learner. She contributed to
classroom discussions and volunteered asking and answering questions. Sometimes, the
teacher had to stop her from interrupting other students so that they would not be
intimidated by her correction of their mistakes or her different forms of interruption. Her
strong personality could be attributed to her social and academic background, her sense
of being Russian, once was a great power, and her knowledge in many topics which gave
her the confidence to discuss topics that she was familiar with. However, her inability to
express herself as perfect as she would have liked it to be contributed to her lack of self¬
esteem regarding her language ability. The multiple identitites Iwona adopted and
struggled with created conflicting feelings inside her. She felt ok inside the language
classroom as Jane said because she knew the players and she knew the rules. However,
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avoidance was a strategy that she used with social encounters that took place outside the
safe environment of the classroom.
G: Does she withdraw also in class?
Jane: No
G: Why do you think is that? Is it the safe environment as you mentioned earlier?
Jane: The safe environment and I think she is a very strong woman. But she knows the
players in our classroom. And she knows the situation. She understands what is gonna
happen here. But the second we step out of here, she thinks I am not necessarily in
charge and I am not necessarily in control. So the whole issue of self-concept and selfconfidence also feeds in as a factor.
Jane: Another factor is what education and school look like in their home country. The
L.LL (Language Institute for International students) is uncomfortable for some people the
way its structure is set up. I don't want to be the center of the entire lessons for three
hours...
Here Jane talked about the influence of learners’ educational systems in their home
countries. She mentioned the clash between the nature of language practices in the second
language classroom and its being student centered and what learners were used to back
home. This does not mean that it always created problems. Some students needed some
time to get used to the new language environment and they grew to appreciate it, and
others kept longing for the old ways. Here is Jane’s point of view on what she thought the
reasons behind this might be.
Jane: When Glynn (the supervisor in the language Institute) comes to observe me every
session and evaluates my teaching. I really respect what she has to say. Her goal for me
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was to speak less. Do students like that? No, the students are supposed to speak 75-30 %
of the time and the rest is for me. So, philosophically, is it supposed to be students centered learning? Yes. Do the students like to be the center of it? No, they want me to
control it and me to say if it's right or wrong. And then they don 7 have to worry about it.
They can take their filter down. Jane, just tell me if it’s right or wrong instead of them
having to analyze it. It's more work for them. Of course they want me to tell them.
Here Jane explained what she thought might be the reasons for students’ resistance
for being in the center. First, as they were apprenticed in a more teacher-centered
classroom, they were more accustomed to sitting back and getting the information from
the teacher without having to contribute much. Secondly, it was more comfortable to sit
back not having to do much in order to learn. Being in the center meant having to do
more work which they preferred not to do. So the resistance to their new roles kept
surfacing. When I asked Jane how she dealt with students’ resistance. She said, “just keep
doing it.” The teacher said that as the class goes on, they get accustomed to it. The
program coordinator mentioned the same thing. She said that students usually at the
beginning feel unhappy about the class, and they sometimes go to her and express their
feelings. What she usually suggests is go back for a couple of weeks, if you still feel the
same way, we will talk. She said that most of the time they feel comfortable afterwards.
Gender was another Discourse that influenced patterns of interaction in this second
i

language classroom. In what follows, I will give an example of the interaction between
the social setting of the classroom, gender, and the kinds of learning strategies applied by
one of the learners in this second language classroom. Maximo at a certain point of my
observation period was the only male student in the classroom, which caused him to ieel

172

uncomfortable in group work, and withdrew from social events. This was expressed in
his interview. In addition to his limited language proficiency, the fact that he was the only
male in the class put more pressure on him. The same student was in the beginning class
prior to being in the intermediate class and there was another male student, he expressed
in the interview that he was more comfortable talking and pairing with the other male
student in the beginners class. He also mentioned that he used to participate more in
classroom discussions. Here is what he thought the reasons behind this. First, that he was
not the only male in the class. Second, because the class was for beginners so the
difference between his proficiency level and his classmates’ was not big which was less
intimidating for him. This provides evidence that strategies that are related to gender are
socially situated. Teacher’s awareness of these inhibitions helped Maximo in making a
noticeable progress in his English speaking skills as she was constantly encouraging him
to participate in classroom discussions. Sometimes, by seizing the chance when she felt
he had some knowledge of the topic or an experience. By also pairing with him when she
sensed that he needed extra help with the activity. By calling on his name so he would
sometimes be coerced to take a risk. Of course there was always the danger of
embarrassing him if he couldn’t find anything to say, which may have resulted in further
inhibitions. But the teacher made sure that she would call on him when the topic seemed
interesting for him or when she had given learners an opportunity to prepare at home
before they had to practice in the class. So unlike what is common in the literature when
talking about gender roles and associated strategies used by males and females as fixed
cognitive dispositions, this study argues that gender roles are socially constructed. Thus,
they can be altered as a result of changes in the social context. This confirms the findings
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of previous studies that focused on the role of the social setting in shaping and defining
social roles for males and females (Dadour and Robbins, 1996).
Students learned the new meanings and instilled the new behaviors that helped them
cope with the requirements of their new communities of practice. Resistance and/or
withdrawal from some activities that learners were not comfortable with persisted until
the end of the class on some learners’ part. However, the way the classroom was set up,
and the nature of language practices inside and outside the classroom played an important
role in shaping learners’ behaviors as they encouraged certain behaviors, and discouraged
others. Rewarding certain behaviors, if only by acknowledging them resulted in the
tendency to their establishment. Negotiation of meaning was a continuous endeavor on
both sides, the teachers and students that yielded to either party. Compromises that led to
hybrid behaviors were the outcome of the Discourses at play in this setting.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
Research Findings
This study emphasizes the impact of context on learners’ inclinations to apply
certain language learning strategies. But it warns against talking about learners’
dispositions as an unchangeable reality. Thus, it emphasizes the role of environment in
shaping and reformulating language learning strategies through establishing new
identities for learners and teachers, new relationships, new expectations, language
practices, and forms of interaction.
The results showed that learners come to classes carrying with them, not only their
psychological, personality traits, and ethnic backgrounds, but also their history of
studying languages in other communities of practice, which is shaped by larger
ideologies in the society at large. So they bring to class a reservoir of schemas about
ways of learning and practicing that match the ways prevalent in the communities of
practice they were apprenticed into. This involves teacher’s identities, learners’ identities,
expectations of teachers and learners, relationships among learners and between learners
and teachers, language practices, and assessment forms. However, soon enough they
learn the new ways and instill the new meanings. They learn to cope with the
expectations of the new setting and they change their strategies to match its requirements.
In this case, data analysis showed noticeable changes in learners’ use of strategies
due to the new experiences students were exposed to. For example, the change that most
learners in this study underwent from what is described in the literature as ‘the modern
Discourse’ of schooling to a more progressive holistic setting, which is embedded in a
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postmodern philosophy resulted in changes in the kinds of strategies applied by learners
and encouraged by teachers. The change of the nature of the community of practice
entailed changes in learners and teachers’ identities, relationships, activities, forms of
assessment and expectations. And it resulted in the emergence of new forms of strategies,
for example risk taking, guessing, inductive thinking, and initiating questions, which
gradually replaced or went hand in hand with repetition, use of dictionary, literal
translation, deductive thinking, and borrowing. The study also highlights the complexity
of the situation as it pinpoints, by referring to some examples, that it was not a simple
process of some strategies replacing others. Due to the multiplicity of Discourses that
teachers and learners drew on, a mixture of behaviors that were usually a blend of the old
and the new were the ultimate outcome of such multidimensional encounter. One can
imagine the many different forms of resistance and negotiation that learners explicitly
and implicitly expressed as a result of the encounter between learners’ prior experiences
and their new ones, in addition to all the other factors involved in the process. Except for
a few cases of severe resistance and withdrawal, this usually resulted in hybrid strategies
that were the natural outcome of the different experiences to which learners were exposed
and the different demands the new practices generated.
The study emphasizes that learning strategies are generated due to learners’
engagement in the process of meaning making in this particular second language setting.
Thus, it highlights that meanings and interpretations were not out there for learners to
discover, rather they were the outcome of the active and mutual engagement of all the
participants with their new setting with its different resources. Among the Discourses on
which learners drew, other than their prior and current experiences, are learners age,
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identity, gender, and investment. However, these factors were not looked at as static and
unidimensional qualities isolated from the social setting in which they take place, rather
as products of social, historical, cultural, and political systems that contribute to their
formation.
Listening to learners’ voices as they reflected on their experiences helped me to see
part of the picture. Putting into consideration that it is a second hand experience, learners
were able to give me glimpses of what it was like in their previous classes in their home
countries. In this study learners’ cultural backgrounds were not looked at as necessarily
deterministic of certain types of behavior, which are associated with certain ethnic
backgrounds as the literature suggests. Rather, learners’ cultural backgrounds were
looked at as dynamic and changeable due to one’s investment and willingness to expand
on her/ his own experiences, and due to the different communities of practice in which
the learner engages. The data analysis indicated noticeable differences in patterns of
behavior and learning strategies among learners from the same ethnic background, which
demystifies the well spread misconception about members of the same cultural groups
having to display the same patterns of behavior. Without doubt commonalties were found
due to similarities in the cultural, economic, political, and philosophical background as
well as prevalent literacy and socializing practices. However, due to the differences that
do exist among individuals, which influence one’s take on the same kind of experience,
and due to what is described in the literature as discontinuities that are present on the
local level in every system, learners displayed different patterns of behavior. Different
learning strategies that were the product of both the continuities and discontinuities in the
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participants’ prior and current experiences were present in this second language
classroom.
The points that learners raised in the interviews pointed towards a number of factors
in their history of language learning as influential in shaping their learners’ strategies.
Among these factors are the teaching approach, teachers and students’ identities,
relationships between teachers and learners, language learning practices, and expectations
within this common experience. Looking at these factors closely helped in clarifying a
major source that was behind the generation of certain types of strategies and certain
inclinations to doing things. Most learners interviewed belonged to what is known in the
literature as “the modern Discourse of schooling”. With the help of students’ stories as
well as the description of this type of Discourse in the literature on Foreign/Second
language learning, I was able to analyze their prior language learning environment. The
goal was to see how these Discourses influenced learners’ theories of language learning,
expectations of teachers’ roles versus students’, patterns of interaction inside the
classroom, and relationship between teachers and learners. Looking deeply at their
previous experiences learning the language explained some persistent behaviors and
strategies that students couldn’t stop using in spite of the teachers’ continuous attempts.
Some strategies seemed so much ingrained in learners’ minds and patterns of behaviors
that they became part of learners’ natural way of tackling the language. Others were
associated with their own conviction of what constitutes real schooling and the ideal way
of learning, or their own conceptions of ways that adults learn best. Some learners
seemed to repeat what worked for them in the past in their history of learning English or
other languages. Phrases such as, this is the way my mind works or this is how I learn
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best were common in learners’ talk and reflected what would be described as learners’
theories of their own learning.
However, due to the heterogeneity that is inevitable in every group, some students,
actually the majority of them, seemed more willing to take that extra step towards
change, the bottom line here being whether they felt that it works and it helps them
achieve their goals. An important point that seemed of great help towards change was the
way in which the second language classroom was set up which encouraged certain kinds
of behaviors more than others. The language practices used in this classroom were based
on the assumption that language learning is a social practice that gets generated and
improved on the social plane first. Thus, classroom practices in this second language
classroom were more interactive and based on learners’ active contribution which forced
learners to change their ways, or at least to feel the pressure of having to contribute. This
seemed to push learners’ comfort level and forced them to gradually feel the need to
change towards being more active. Scaffolding techniques provided by the teacher
seemed to help students in their transitional stage between the old and the new. So it
helped them adjust some of their learned behaviors to better suit their new setting and to
better serve their purposes of using the language for more communicative purposes. Also
the teacher’s explanation of her expectations of the students in every activity, which was
usually expressed in her clearly stated instructions for the students seemed to have
influenced the ways learners responded and their ways of approaching the task.
The fact that there was not a pre-set curriculum that had to be followed in a certain
order, following a certain timetable seemed to have influenced learners behaviors. The
curriculum in this language classroom was based on students requests which made a lot
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of difference in students’ behaviors as they were more willing to participate in classroom
discussion, and more focused on the content than the form, which made them less
conscious of their own mistakes. It also encouraged them to take more risks as they were
motivated by their desire to express their own viewpoints. The absence of the horror of
the exam and the fear of getting low grades freed learners of having to work towards the
exam and adopting strategies that guarantee getting good grades. Thus, learners were free
to choose strategies that helped their language abilities. However, this freedom was
limited by what is allowed and what is thought to be effective learning strategies within
their new learning environment. The establishment of the new meanings and codes of
acceptable and encouraged behavior were constantly produced and reproduced as a result
of the participants’ engagement and negotiation of these codes. Power dynamics
displayed themselves in many forms and on different levels. In spite of the teacher’s
attempts to establish an egalitarian rapport among herself and the learners, teachers
themselves had to put in mind the philosophy of the Institute, which defines rules of
acceptable behaviors for not only learners, but for teachers as well. The embeddedness of
the philosophy in larger and more mandating ideologies, which dictate expectations,
identities, literacy practices and so on controlled and limited patterns of acceptable and
favorable behaviors in this second language classroom.
Another determining source that data analysis pointed to was the available
resources within the classroom community as well as in learners’ larger communities.
Usually, learners chose from resources available to them in their communities. Learners
who have American spouses reported asking them about new vocabulary, new idioms,
and asking for their assessment in every possible way. Relatives were another source,
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nieces who speak English or sons and daughters who go to school were used by the
learners as an additional resource. Children’s books, and even having to invent new
strategies such as putting a label on pieces of furniture and everything she learns, or
visiting the chatting room on the internet were among the resources that shaped learning
strategies employed by learners. Everything and anything that helped improve their
proficiency level was used. That is not to say that students abandoned completely their
old ways, as a matter of fact a number of students reported using repetition as a strategy
that helped them remember new vocabulary. Using the dictionary was a big part of some
learners’ ways of learning that it was very hard to give away. Switching to one’s native
language felt very comfortable that it was one of the noticeable persistent behaviors in
this class. The teacher had to allow it as she felt learners’ need to have the support of
their native language, especially beginners who had very limited vocabulary. So she
didn’t press hard for them to completely abandon the strategies they felt comfortable
using. Compromises and negotiations were common practices in this second language
classroom that resulted in hybrid strategies.
The relationship between the teacher and the learners was based in a large part on
egalitarianism, which generated new patterns of behavior and created an environment in
which certain learning strategies started to emerge. It also helped in creating a more
relaxed atmosphere, which encouraged more questions, negotiation, discussion, and
clarification on the learners’ part in comparison to patterns of behavior that are
commonly encouraged in modern schooling. This helped in establishing new roles lor
teachers and students as well as the generation of new meanings.
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Data analysis showed that learning strategies are changeable not only due to the
i

change of the nature of the community of practice, but due to the introduction of any new
element to this community. For example, learners behaved differently in the presence of
guest speakers, as they were more self conscious, and more hesitant to talk. They used
more monitoring, less risk taking, and voluntary questions when guest speakers were
present. Learners also behaved differently inside and outside the safe classroom setting.
While they felt comfortable exchanging discussions, asking and answering questions, and
resorting to all sorts of communication strategies to get their message across inside the
classroom setting, outside the classroom they behaved differently as it was still difficult
for them to initiate a conversation and to ask questions. The affective filter became very
high and no matter how many scaffolding techniques the teacher used, it was so stressful
for learners to be less conscious of the flaws in their language. Their reaction ranged from
complete silence and total avoidance to speaking to using every possible affective
strategy there is to encourage oneself to talk.
In addition, data analysis indicated that language learning strategies changed also as
a result of the change of the activity at play. Depending on the rituals related to the
activity, activity requirements, and teachers’ expectations, even teachers’ instructions,
learners used more or less cooperation, miming, guessing, risk taking, etc.
Research Implications
The most important implication to the area of language teaching and learning is that
instead of trying to teach less effective language learners strategies applied by more
effective learners, the study suggests that there are not such a thing as effective or
ineffective in isolation from the context. The study suggests assessing language learning
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strategies in relation to the purposes they are used to serve and in relation to the system in
which they are generated. Isolating learning strategies from the context in which thev are
applied ignores the particularity of the characteristics of every setting and results in the
failure of applying exported systems, as they are part and parcel of larger ideological,
political, philosophical, and economic systems. Repetition could be viewed as an
effective strategy if used in a system that seeks to prepare a learner who learns facts by
heart. It is considered an effective strategy in a system in which assessment measures
students’ ability to recall facts. Thus, the study encourages researchers and teachers alike
to assess learning strategies in relation to the purpose they are used to serve. It also
emphasizes the role of context in generating more interactive and functional language
learning strategies.
Besides, the study calls attention to the importance of studying the role of learners’
language learning history in shaping their dispositions to using certain language learning
behaviors. This highlights the role played by different educational systems in fostering
certain learning strategies more than others which urges educators to look deeply at their
own practices and probably revise them. Underlying the changeable nature of language
learning strategies throughout learners’ lives, due to getting exposed to new experiences
or new contexts discourage researchers away from attributing certain behaviors to few
good learners. It encourages teachers to look deeply at the kinds of experiences learners
get exposed to. It also urges researchers to unpack the different roles and the different
meanings within different communities for a better understanding of the nature of
language learning strategies. It highlights the importance of studying larger ideological
systems in the society and its influence on the institutional level, which in turn have its
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impact on language learning behaviors. It provides evidence to suggest the futility of
general lists of effective versus ineffective learning strategies. And encourages
researchers to adopt more context-specific approaches to studying and assessing language
learning strategies. Evaluating a strategy as effective or not needs to take into
consideration the context in which it takes place. This calls for studying the educational
system in which learning takes place and larger ideological systems behind it. So macro
and micro levels are needed for an accurate analysis of the nature of language learning
strategies.
The study also discourages using limited dichotomies or frameworks to explain
patterns of behavior of learners who belong to certain ethnic backgrounds. The study
warns against falling into the trap of stereotypes and ethnocentricity. Instead it underlines
learners’ roles in expanding their experiences within these systems. It also highlights the
need to unveil the continuities as well as the discontinuities that exist within every
culture. Some patterns of behavior were characteristic of some ethnic backgrounds, such
as the amount of taciturnity versus volatility. However, the fact that almost all learners
used all sorts of strategies as a result of resources available in the environment and the
requirements of the new context does not seem to support arguments that tend to attribute
certain strategies to some ethnic backgrounds. Instead, it underlines the changeable and
dynamic nature of learners’ learning strategies, which get established and perhaps
reformulated as a result of the requirements of the new community of practice and the
multiple Discourses on which teachers and learners draw.
The investment of learners in learning the language clearly influenced the quantity
and quality of learning strategies applied by learners. This defies looking at learners
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motivation as fixed internal Qualities that have nothing to do with social interactions. It
was evident in the data analysis that learners who used to look at English as a boring
subject that is not important due to lack of immediate use to learners have become clearly
invested in the language as they needed it for their daily use. One student mentioned in
the interview that because her major was Chinese literature, English was not viewed, by
learners and teachers alike, as important. This influenced the amount of time and the
quality and quality of learning strategies the learner chose to employ, which were mainly
focused on meeting tests’ requirements. The same learner has become more invested in
learning English and developed more social, communication, and compensation
strategies as the demands for using the language expanded and became more pressing. So
motivation is not a quality that some learners possess and others lack, rather it is socially
constructed and influenced by many factors in the surrounding environment. The
implications to the language classroom are clear as it places the responsibility for
learners’ investment in the language classroom and encourages teachers to create a social
environment that encourages learners’ motivation and investment in the language.
Focusing on language as a social system, rather than an abstract linguistic system helps
learners see the language as a means of communication that has a function and could be
of use to learners and their future lives depending on their goals. Learners’ multiple
identities were another Discourse on which learners drew, and which influenced learning
strategies learners applied. The implication to this is that teachers need to be aware of the
multiple identities that learners bring to class, which could help in understanding areas of
conflict.
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Suggested Research
•

Longitudinal studies that extend over a relatively long period of time are needed in
order to examine the long-term influence of certain communities of practice and their
characteristics on learning strategies. These studies may trace the kind of language
behaviors that tend to persist and those, which are easier to change.

•

Sociocultural studies of different educational settings and different teaching
approaches are needed to highlight the reciprocal influence among different teaching
approaches and learners’ behaviors.

•

Studying different ideological systems in different countries and their influence on
the educational system and learning strategies fostered within these systems are
needed.

•

Studying the discontinuities as well as the continuities within these systems is thought
to provide better perspectives on those systems. In other words, trying to capture the
differences that do exist due to localities within every system, as well as common
features will help in providing deeper analysis to these systems. It may also help in
avoiding overgeneralizations and stereotypes and provide better analysis to language
learning strategies in different systems and factors that contribute to their formation.
The study suggests that learning strategies are not the possession of good language

learners, rather, they are the result of certain circumstances in the community of practice
in which learning takes place. Thus, they are subject to change due to changes that take
place in the context, which contributes to the generation of certain types of strategies
more than others. The study suggests looking at learning strategies not as cognitive
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operations that take place in learners’ minds, rather as interactive processes that get
influenced by the surrounding environment in which they are situated.
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APPENDIX A
TEACHER CONSENT FORM
While you have already given your verbal consent to participate in this study, it is
necessary to also obtain your written consent. If you have any questions about this form,
please do not hesitate to contact me before signing it.

By signing this consent form, I volunteer to participate in this qualitative
research study conducted by Gihan Al-Azab and understand that:
This study is being conducted for the purpose of collecting data to be used in
Gihan Al-Azab’s doctoral dissertation. The general focus of this dissertation is studying
learning strategies in a second language setting from a sociocultural perspective. This
involves looking at the role of the setting, teacher’s roles and learners’ roles on shaping
the strategies employed by learners. This topic is subject to change during the data
collection period.
My participation in this study involves allowing Gihan to observe the second
language class I teach twice a week throughout the observation period for her study.
I understand that she will be taking notes and audio taping my class. Participation
in this study also involves having an interview with Gihan and allowing her to interview
the students who are willing to participate in the study. These interviews will also be
audio taped. Transcripts of these interviews may form part of the database for Gihan’s
research. I have the right to review these tapes and transcripts upon request.
Some direct quotations may be used in publications. Pseudonyms will be used in all
cases.
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The identity of the teacher and students will remain confidential. The site location
will not be revealed although the level of the language and the language will be included
in the study.
The audiotapes and field notes will be kept confidential and will not be released to
the public.
The findings from this study might be used in a journal article, a newsletter, a
presentation to a professional group or a book. If data from this study were to be used in
any other way, Gihan would contact me to obtain my written consent.
In signing this form I am agreeing that I will make no financial claim against Gihan AlAzab for the use of this data.
Participation in this study is completely voluntary and I may withdraw at any time
without repercussion.

I have read and understand the contents of this form. I understand that by
signing this form I am voluntarily agreeing to participate in this study.

Participant’s signature

Date

Researcher’s signature
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APPENDIX B
STUDENT CONSENT FORM
While you have already given your verbal consent to participate in this study, it is
necessary to also obtain your written consent. If you have any questions about this form,
please do not hesitate to contact me before signing it.

By signing this consent form, I volunteer to participate in this qualitative
research study conducted by Gihan S. Al-Azab and understand that:
This study is being conducted for the purpose of collecting data to be used in
Gihan Sidky Al-Azab’s doctoral dissertation. The general focus of this dissertation is
studying learner’s strategies from a sociocultural perspective. This topic is subject to
change during the data collection period.
I understand that she will be taking notes and audio taping our classes and
informal interviews. Transcripts of the classes and interviews may form part of the data
base for Gihan’s research. I have the right to review these tapes and transcripts upon
request.
Some direct quotations may be used in publications. Pseudonyms will be used in
all cases. My identity as well as that of the teacher and students will remain confidential.
The site location will not be revealed although the level of the language and the language
will be included in the study. My ethnic origin will also be included in the study.
The audio tapes and field notes will be kept confidential and will not be released
to the public.
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The findings from this study might be used in a journal article, a newsletter a
presentation to a professional group or a book. If data from this study were to be used in
any other way, Gihan would contact me to obtain my written consent.
In signing this form I am agreeing that I will make no financial claim against
Gihan S. Al-Azab for the use of this data.
Participation in this study is completely voluntary and I may withdraw at any time
without repercussion.

I have read and understand the contents of this form. I understand that by
signing this form I am voluntarily agreeing to participate in this study.

Participant’s signature

Researcher’s signature

Date
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APPENDIX C
SOURCES OF DATA AND METHODS OF ANALYSIS
Unit of
Analysis

Field Notes of
focal
language
events

Learning
strategies
as a tool
mediated
action in
the
classroom
as a
community
of practice.

•

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Language
events inside
and outside
the
classroom:
Group work
Students’
presentations
Grammar
lessons
Vocabulary
cards
Guest
speakers
Listening
activities
Field trips

Transcripts of
Audiotaped
Interviews

•
•
•

Interviews with
students
Interviews with
teachers
Interviews with
the coordinator of
the program

192

Collected
Materials

•
•
•
•

Samples of
students’ writing
Weekly logs
Classroom work
sheets
Institute’s
teaching
Philosophy

Methods of
Analysis

•

Gee’s (1999)
six building
tasks.

APPENDIX D
INSTITUTE’S PHILOSOPHY

we believe...
about language learning:
•

Language is easier to learn when it is kept whole. Learning proceeds from whole to
part as language that is more context-embedded is less cognitively demanding.

•

Learning must have a relationship to students’ needs and interests. Lessons should
have meaning and purpose for students now.

•

Langugae class is fun.

•

Language is kept authentic by providing extralinguistic and linguistic cues, i.e.
pictures, gestures, role plays, ... Teaching involves constructing meaning using all
available cues.

•

Learning takes place as groups engage in meaningful social interaction. Language
learning is a social activity that therefore requires interaction.

•

Learning is the active construction of knowledge (lessons begin with what the
students know and activities build on interest)

•

Learning potential is expanded through faith in the learner. All students bring prior
knowledge to the classroom. All students can learn.

•

There is a give and take of mutual respect and belief between students and teacher.

•

In a second language oral and written language are acquired simultaneously.

about students:
•

Students acquire language most easily when they use language for authentic purposes
rather than focusing on language and teaching grammar directly.

•

Students involved in meaningful, authentic activities, will take risks and in the
process they will learn. Students will learn if actively engaged in using language for
real communicative purposes.

about teachers:
•

The role of the teacher is to provide authentic language events in a “safe”
environment and to ensure that students are working whole to part, not simplified
parts.

•

It is the teacher’s job to create situations in which students can experience the full
range of target language and uncover clues from the context that help them to make
sense of what they are experiencing. (Krashen terms this “comprehensible input”).

•

The role of the teacher is facilitate opportunities for learners to use language in
authentic ways that are interesting to students and that encourages students to interact
with others.

•

Teachers provide students with a rich linguistic environment and frequent
opportunities for students to speak, listen, read, and write in meaningful contexts.

•

The teacher creates opportunities for the class to construct its own culture and shared
understanding. The classroom is a community where all are accepted and feel free to
take risks.

•

Teachers and students work together to negotiate curriculum.

•

The role of the teacher is to provide access to new knowledge.
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APPENDIX E
GEE’S SIX BUILDING TASKS
QUESTIONS TO ASK ABOUT BUILDING TASKS
Semiotic building
1 What sign systems are relevant (and irrelevant) in the situation (e.g. speech, writing,
images, and gestures)? How are they made relevant (and irrelevant), and in what ways?
2 What systems of knowledge and ways of knowing are relevant (and irrelevant) in the
situation? How are they made relevant (and irrelevant), and in what ways?
3 What social languages are relevant (and irrelevant) in the situation? How are they made
relevant (and irrelevant), and in what ways?
World building
4 What are the situated meanings of some of the words and phrases that seem important
in the situation?
5 What situated meanings and values seem to be attached to
places, times, bodies, objects, artifacts, and institutions relevant in this situation?
6 What cultural models and networks of models (master models) seem to be at play in
connecting and integrating these situated meanings to each other?
7 What institutions and/or Discourses are being (re-)produced
in this situation and how are they being stabilized or transformed in the act?
Activity building
8 What is the larger or main activity (or set of activities) going on in the situation?
9 What sub-activities compose this activity (or these activities)?
10 What actions (down to the level of things like "requests for reasons") compose these
sub-activities and activities?
Socioculturally- situated identity and relationship building
11 What relationships and identities (roles, positions), with their concomitant personal,
social, and cultural knowledge and beliefs (cognition), feelings (affect), and values,
seem to be relevant to the situation?
12 How are these relationships and identities stabilized or transformed in the situation?
13 In terms of identities, activities, and relationships, what Discourses are relevant (and
irrelevant) in the situation? How are they made relevant (and irrelevant), and in what
ways?
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Political building
14 What social goods (e.g. status, power, aspects of gender, race, and class, or more
narrowly defined social networks and identities) are relevant (and irrelevant) in this
situation? How are they made relevant (and irrelevant), and in what ways?
15 How are these social goods connected to the cultural models and Discourses operative
in the situation?

Connection building
16 What sorts of connections - looking backward and/or forward are made within and
across utterances and large stretches of the interaction?
17 What sorts of connections are made to previous or future interactions, to other people,
ideas, texts, things, institutions, and Discourses outside the current situation (this has to
do with "intertextuality" and "inter-Discursivity")?
18 How do connections of both the sort in 16 and 17 help (together with situated
meanings and cultural models) to constitute "coherence" and what sort of "coherence" in the situation?
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APPENDIX F
A SOCIAL THEORY OF LEARNING
COMPONENTS OF A SOCIAL THEORY OF LEARNING: AN INITIAL
INVENTORY
Wenger (1998)
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APPENDIX G
THE 3P MODEL OF TEACHING AND LEARNING
Biggs(1996)

PRESAGE

PROCESS

Figure 3.T. The 3P Model of Teaching and Learning
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APPENDIX H
SCRIPTS
Script 1
A Grammar Lesson
The following excerpt is part of a grammar lesson on the difference between the
Gerund and the Infinitive’. It’s an illustration on how the way the grammar lesson was
presented and the identities established for learners and teachers influence learners
strategies used. (Inductive versus deductive thinking).
Holyn: So, can someone give me a sentence using ‘ing ’ verb or gerund?
Katia: I went to the park and saw flying birds.
Holyn: Ok. Saw flying birds. Ok this is a little different, it’s a gerund but used as an
adjective to describe birds.
Makiri: 1 stopped smoking.
Holyn: I stopped smoking. The request was to learn about the difference between when
you say I stopped to smoke. Actually, it’s not correct to say 1 stopped to smoke. Ok, what
we are gonna try to learn today is when you use one and when you use the other. The first
thing I wanna do is l just wanna come up with some sentences that use the gerund ‘the
ing verb \ We want to come up with a list of those sentences, the correct use. Then we
come up with a list of sentences that use the infinitive and then / am gonna ask you to
look at the two groups of sentences and see whether you can figure out what the
difference is, ok? There are rules that tell you when to use one and when to use the other,
and we will see if we can figure them out together rather than just having me tell you. So

199

/ stopped smoking is one, and I want you to write these sentences down on a piece of
paper. Another sentence with a gerund?
It is obvious how the detailed instructions of the teacher dictates the way the
activity should be handled, step by step.
Paula: I am traveling to Argentina.
J: Why is that not a gerund?
A number of students: It's a present continuous.
Holyn: Ok good. It’s a little bit different than a gerund, because travel is in the
continuous tense. How can we use travel as gerund?
Paula: I like travelling to Argentina.
Holyn: (writes on board and says the sentence while writing. Ok another one?
Paula: Are these verbs common verbs?
Holyn: What do you think? Are these kinds of ‘ing’ words common?
Students: Yes
Holynn: We use them a lot.
Paula: I don ’t know. I use I stopped to smoke.
Holynn: I stopped to smoke. So this is actually a very common mistake in learning
English. Ok use a different verb and try to give me a sentence.
Chulien: Climbing mountain is my hobby.
Holyn: It might be a good one. Say it again.
Chulien: Climbing a mountain is my hobby.
Holyn (repeats what Chulien said) or my hobby is climbing mountains. It’s actually more
accurate to say mountain climbing than climbing a mountain.
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(Teacher writes on board and students write in their notebooks)
Holyn: What about if you use some other. What about the verb ‘to rain’ like a gerund?
Students: Raining
Holyn: OK Paula when you use a gerund, you wanna have a verb before the gerund
comes. So, for example I stopped smoking, I like traveling.
Paula: I prefer raining days.
Holyn: I prefer
Paula: (repeats) Raining days.
Holyn: Rainy days. It's an adjective. It's a ‘y’
Paula: I enjoy raining days.
Holyn: Same thing. It’s an adjective.
Silence
Makiri: I enjoy writing stories.
Holyn: (repeats while writing on board)
Paula: She is the writer? She enjoys story writing or she is the writer?
Holyn: Writing is a gerund here and gerund functions in a sentence like a noun. You
know Paula I don’t want you to worry too much about grammar, the grammatical aspect
of it.
Paula: I don’t understand the meaning of the sentence. I enjoy writing stories means I
enjoy writing or I enjoy the ...
Holyn: No, no I enjoy to write, but that’s not how you would say it.
Paula: I enjoy to write, but you ’ll say I enjoy writing.
Ping: It’s hard to say.
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Holyn: I enjoy to write stories is wrong. I enjoy writing stories is correct.
Chulien: I like playing tennis.
Holyn: (Repeats while writing on board). One more sentence I will give you the verb ok
‘to keep ’ or ‘to talk about ’
Students provide an example. Teacher does the same thing with the verbs in the
infinitive. Now that learners have two lists, the teacher asked them to compare and try to
figure out what the rule might be.
Holyn: So this was the question that you were asking or wondering about, why
sometimes we use infinitive, sometimes we use gerund, and there are some examples that
come out that you could use both. So I want you to quickly meet with your partner and
discuss what do you think might be the reason. What might be the rule? Okay
Teacher calls on different names to be paired together.
Talk to your partner for a minute. Look at your sentences. What do you think could be
the rule governing gerund and infinitive?
Students discussed in pairs what they thought the rule is. Teacher was going around,
helping and discussing with them.
Holyn: Ok I like you to stop talking to your partner. Oh did you hear that sentence? I like
you to stop talking to your partner.
Paula: It has infinitive and gerund.
(students laugh)
Holyn: Ok what were your ideas about what might be the rule or if there is any?
Paula: We use gerund when we are talking about...is more general idea, more extended
time. When you say 1 am talking about getting a new car. It’s a little bit “the last minute

202

and you are still now, still wanting a car. It's the time. Infinitive is something that you are
doing now. I like to do my homework. It means I am talking now.
Holyn: And the other sentence?
Paula: I am talking about getting a new car. It’s not happening now.
Holyn: Well, one sentence is talking about the future and one sentence is talking about
now. But you can find examples for both, that talk about the future and that talks about
now. So that is not the rule.
Nahid: I think when you use the infinitive form, there is more action.
Holyn: What about I enjoy going to the beach. Is that less action?
Elina: Talk, enjoy, like and stop
Holyn: Aha
Elina: Correct? (smiling)
Holyn: It has to do with the verb that comes before the gerund or the infinitive. Okay....

203

Script 2
Vocabulary Cards Activity
The following excerpt took place on June 7th, 2000. It is part of an activity known
in this classroom as the card activity.
The activity shows the situatedness of language learning strategies used by the
learners in the way the activity was implemented. Freedom of movement, patterns of turn
taking, asking and answering questions, guessing, and miming were dictated by learners’
understanding of what was permissible or not in this community of practice and by
patterns of interaction associated with this activity in specific.
Jane: Do you want last week's words? Does everyone agree with this?
Ss: Yes
Jane: Get up and make sentences with last week’s words. Monique was not here. So we
will have to teach Monique. Ok people are falling asleep. I am handing in cards what do
you do when you get a card?
Nahid: Get up
(Laughter)
Jane: Get up then what?
Ping: Find somebody
Holynn: Find a partner. Then what?
Ss: Make a sentence
Holyn: Make sentences.
Makiri: Explain
Holynn: Explain the word if they don’t know it. Make a sentence. Then what?
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Paula: Exchange card.
Jane: Exchange cards, then what?
Chulien: Another partner
Holynn: New partner. And keep going ok. Here we go. Ready?
Students spread around the room, each student got a card from the stack of cards
the teacher had. Then they found a partner and each student explained the word that he or
she had on her/his card.
Lu: Stoop. I am confused or is it steep ?
Leticia: No, it’s stoop. But I don ’t remember what it mean. It is the vocabulary for the
house, but I don’t remember. Here, Leticia tried to remember the word by relating it to
the context where it was mentioned. This was a strategy that was encouraged by the
teacher and the learning practices in this classroom.
Lu: Stoop is a noun. Here Jin tried to relate it to which part of speech it was
Leticia: We have to ask someone else because I don’t remember. I think that it's
connected with the house.... Let’s ask someone else.
Here is another part that shows a number of different strategies. Learners without
teachers’ supervision felt freer to use every possible way to explain the meaning to each
other. They were trying to explain the meaning of the words ‘gutter’ and ‘spout’. There
was a little bit of confusion, as to which is which. Here is what they did to clear this
confusion,
Leticia: The gutter is horizontal. It’s up. It’s at the top of the house. The rainfalls there
and then the rain goes down to the gutter to the spout and falls to the ...I think that’s the
spout (Leticia was trying to point and use her hands to show the gutter and the spout).
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Katia: My spout got something and my gutter was full and I should call to somebody to
clean.(Katia gave an example trying to make it clear to students who were confused
about it, a strategy that is used so often by the teacher and students).
Leticia: It is connected with the gutter. The spout is connected with the gutter.
Doris: The gutter is up.
Leticia: The spout is vertical because the water is fall. Yes like a pipe that is external. It’s
something external the spout.
Students gave different examples. Davina, a Chinese student rolled a piece of
paper and made a gutter and a spout and said, “so which one is the spout?”
Students laughed
Leticia: (pointing) This is gutter. This is spout. Another student disagreed again. So they
decided to ask the teacher.
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Script 3
A Discussion after Watching a Video: Seif-Assessment
The following excerpt is part of a lesson on a video that the students watched on
Feb. 1st, 2001. The show is called “Designing Women”. Before they started watching the
show, the teacher made sure students remembered the rituals for this activity. It reflected
the cultural models behind the kinds of interactions that took place in that setting. It also
reflected students’ roles as well as the teacher’s. This was part of the pre- and post
activity. The teacher makes sure that students understand the rationale behind their being
asked to evaluate themselves. Self- assessment invites students to see the progress they
are making, which is meant to boost their self- esteem and to encourage more progress.
Holyn: So let’s watch our video now. Do you want to do that, to follow the same usual
routine? If you do, can someone quickly tell me what’s that routine which we follow when
we watch a video? What’s the first thing we do?
Nahid: Watch
(Students laugh)
Holyn: What do we do after we watch it?
Mieko: We discuss how much we understand.
Holyn: Do we do that so that you can compare yourself to the person next to you?
Students: No
Holyn: Then why do we do this?
Silence
Paula: To improve ourselves because we saw the video another time.
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Holyn: Yes it has to do with improving yourself because the next part is what? After we
talk about how much we understand, what is the next part?
Different students: The new words
Katia: Idioms
Holyn: Okay we look at the vocabulary and I have taken some of the vocabulary, idioms,
slang. Then, we go over that. And then what?
Paula: We see the video again.
Holyn: We see the video again. So the third time we discuss how much you understand
this time. That’s the reason why / ask that question so that you can see if your own
comprehension was improving. Okay, not so that you can feel bad that someone
understood more than you do. So this is... Chulien, do you want to tell the class what this
comedy show is?
Chulien: You know design woman, designing, designing woman. It’s a very old program.
I watched that program in Korea when 1 was., when I was., very young.
Students laugh
Chulien: Ten years ago...
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Script 4
Vocabulary Related to Buying a Car
The following excerpt is part of students and teacher’s discussion of vocabulary
related to buying a car, which was requested by the students. On Feb. 1st, 2001, the
teacher took the students to a nearby library where they were able to have a look at
consumer reports, auto shoppers, and other material related to buying cars. Learners in
this excerpt were discussing related vocabulary with the teacher. Learners’ focus on the
content and the information they really needed to know about cars made them less
conscious of their linguistic mistakes and more focused on communication strategies that
helped them deliver their message.
Paula: Depreciate, depreciation (with a Spanish accent)
Holyn: Here is a good one, depreciation. Did people come across that word? Depreciate
or depreciation. (Here, the teacher did not correct the learner’s pronunciation, which
encouraged more input from the student).
The teacher paused for some time to give students an opportunity to think of the meaning.
Nahid (hesitantly): Lose its value
Holyn: It loses value exactly. It loses value, it depreciates ok.
Students took risks making guesses based on the context, a strategy encouraged in
this classroom as a result of the constructivist philosophy of the Institute.
In the following excerpt, students freely exchanged talk and they taught each
other, and corrected each other.
Paula: The second day that you have a car is another price. The second day because it
used.
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Ping: can you use another word to describe it?
Katia: It goes down
Holyn: It goes down, the value goes down.
Nahid: Another word appreciate.
Katia: Appreciate is the opposite of depreciate.
Nahid: No, one woman told me this material is very good, it predate, predate
Kataia: appreciate?
Nahid: No appreciate no. Appreciate is different.
Here students exchanged ideas and guesses related to vocabulary words. In spite of
the teacher’s presence, learners sometimes exchanged ideas about what they thought the
meaning was. Learners tried to make guesses about the new vocabulary and related new
vocabulary to similar words and to situations where the words were mentioned to try to
figure out what they meant The teacher did not interfere for some time allowing students
to generate more ideas. At the end, she wrapped up and corrected some wrong guesses.
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Script 5
Discussion on George Washington
The following excerpt is part of a classroom discussion that took place on Feb.
22nd, 2001. It was part of a classroom discussion that was based on students’ request to
learn about George Washington. In this situation, the teacher was asking students whether
they thought George Washington was a hero. The excerpt shows how students felt free to
ask and answer questions contributing their own opinion without hesitation or fear of
making linguistic mistakes. One student even felt comfortable redirecting the same
question to the teacher.
Holyn: So, second question is whether or not George Washington is considered a great
American hero in your opinion? We had a disagreement in the group that I was in. Did
you have a disagreement in your other group?
Chulien: We think that at that time, American history was needing like American hero,
because it’s so... The American history is so short and may be they have to create a hero
for the people.
Holyn: We don’t know if he was considered American hero then, but do we know if he is
considered American hero now?
Paula: No now, but long time ago he was.
Holyn: Do you think he is not considered American hero today?
Ping (from China): For the American history he has to be.
Holyn: Has to be, why?
The exchange of the same question and students’ answers continued for some time.
Then, Ping an outspoken Chinese student asked Holyn: Would you think he is a hero?
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Holyn: Do I think?
Ping: Yeah
Holyn: Ok that’s a different question.
(Students laughed)
Ping: You are American.
Makiri: Your idea is very’ important.
Holyn: It’s an interesting thing for me to hear from you that you are not sure whether or
not he is considered a hero...
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Script 6
Students’ Comments on their Visit to a Radio Station
When I asked Lu, a Korean student who was brave enough to talk live on radio at
a radio station, what helped her to talk on national radio and whether or not she was
scared, this was her response:
G: So, you didn’t feel nervous while you were talking on air?
Lu: It could be a lie if I was not at all nervous. I was a little nervous.
G: How did you help yourself?
Lu: You can do it.
G: And it helped?
Lu: Yeah. I told myself no body will listen to me so go ahead (haha) I didn ’t introduce my
name, I introduced my country and no body will notice it’s me.
Here, the learner decided to resort to affective strategies to encourage herself and
lower her affective filter. The stressful situation drove her to use that strategy to conquer
her fears. When I asked Maximo (from El Salvador), what helped him to talk on radio,
his response was, I know my voice is not bad, and I was far not close, and the group sang
with me. So I was not alone.
Other learners expressed that it was too stressful for them to talk. The fact that it
was on air added to the already stressful situation. When I asked Makiri, how about when
Lu talked, did that encourage you to talk?
Makiri (from Japan) responded,
Makiri: Mike the DJ was very friendly and we try to ask some questions but (laughing)
we couldn ’t.
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G: Why?
M: Because Dave asked me to answer the mike, in front of the mike.
G: So what did you do?
M: I didn ’t because I am afraid or ashamed of making mistakes. If I can do one question,
it's ok, but if they asked me a lot, it made me confusing. So I am anxious about this. So I
didn ’t answer.
G: He didn’t insist?
M: He asked us, all of you didn’t... the homework? (laughing)
G: Because you were supposed to prepare five questions. Did you have 5 questions?
M: Not five, but I have some.
G: You had some questions, but you didn ’t dare to ask. If it were here in the classroom or
even if you didn’t have to speak in front of the mike, you would have asked?
Yes, I think so.
G: Did it put a lot of pressure on you?
M: Yeah, everybody will listen. It was an opportunity for me. 1 don’t have that chance in
Japan, but I didn’t have the courage.
G: How about when Lu talked, this didn’t encourage you?
Makiri: Lu very fluently. So more and more scared. It makes me more nervous.
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APPENDIX I
PARTICIPANTS’ ETHNIC BACKGROUNDS
Ethnic Backgrounds
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